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To my mom, who gave me the passion, persistence, and desire for perfection that has allowed me to live a very interesting life.

Now, if I could only get some sleep . . .
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Chapter 1

WHAT IS A WINNER?

The 15 Attributes of Winners




Look at it this way: if winning wasn’t so hard, it wouldn’t feel so good.

—MIKE RICHTER STANLEY CUP WINNER AND NHL HALL OF FAMER

To what do I owe my success? Three things: I came to America. I worked very hard. And I married a Kennedy.

—ARNOLD SCHWARZENEGGER

Win is designed to be an unprecedented examination of effective communication in America today as told by America’s great communicators.

There are dozens of business books that offer to “give you the edge” or tell you to “seize the moment,” but they don’t really tell you how. Win teaches by highlighting real-world examples of the companies, people, and politicians who achieve greatness, and examines what we can learn from what they say, how they say it, and why. Ultimately, life is a contest in which people play to win. This book addresses the philosophy, strategy, and language of winning from the perspective of America’s greatest winners inside and outside the business world.

So before you go any further, ask yourself two simple questions: First, how badly do you want to win? And second, are you willing to do what it takes to move from the ordinary to the extraordinary? If the answers are both yes, then let’s begin.


THE DEFINITION OF WINNING

THE 15 UNIVERSAL ATTRIBUTES OF WINNERS

Jim Davidson, the co-CEO of Silver Lake, one of the most savvy and successful private equity firms in America, has a simple philosophy for deciding where his $14 billion fund should invest: start at the end of the process and work backward. That strategy also applies to this book. Allow me to begin at the end. If I were to summarize twenty years of corporate and political communication research and discussions with America’s business, political, sports, and entertainment elite into a single, simple checklist, what differentiates genuine winners from everyone else is the following:

• the ability to grasp the human dimension of every situation;

• the ability to know what questions to ask and when to ask them;

• the ability to see what doesn’t yet exist and bring it to life;

• the ability to see the challenge, and the solution, from every angle;

• the ability to distinguish the essential from the important;

• the ability and the drive to do more and do it better;

• the ability to communicate their vision passionately and persuasively;

• the ability to move forward when everyone around them is retrenching or slipping backward;

• the ability to connect with others spontaneously;

• a curiosity about the unknown;

• a passion for life’s adventures;

• a chemistry with the people they work with and the people they want to influence;

• the willingness to fail and the fortitude to get back up and try again;

• a belief in luck and good fortune; and

• a love of life itself.



This book draws on more than three dozen private interviews with people who have made it to the very top of their professions, to the top of the Forbes 400 wealthiest Americans list and the Fortune 500 list. They have led their companies to great heights and led their teams to world championships. They are the best known and the most respected in their fields of endeavor. After combing through hundreds of pages of transcripts, a consistent pattern of attitudes and behavior emerges that applies across and throughout their careers. This book harmonizes and synthesizes their “secrets of success”—so you can make them yours.

In my work for dozens of Fortune 500 companies, I am consistently amazed at how many people would rather be working somewhere else—or at least for someone else—and yet they don’t act on it. Not life’s winners. They all love what they do. Most of them call it fun, and none of them call it work. Some acknowledge that they work hard or that they’ve had to sacrifice along the way, but all of them consider themselves grateful, blessed, and/or lucky to be doing what they’re doing, and none of them would rather be doing anything else.

These 15 Attributes of Winners are fundamental to the Nine Principles of Winning (aka the Nine P’s) and all that follows in this book, so let’s cement them with specific examples.


LUNTZ LESSONS

1. Winning by communicating:

Winners focus on the outcome, not just the process. They measurably prove they can lead you to better results. For example, they emphasize “wellness,” not “health care.” Why? Health care is the means; wellness is the end. Health care is a distant, impersonal bureaucratic system; wellness is a personal, aspirational state of being.

2. Winning by grasping the human dimension:

Winners deliver value that solves a quality-of-life need, rather than stopping at just price and profitability. They know that their bottom lines are best served not by “running the numbers” but rather by understanding the person. They recognize that every sustainable relationship arises from a personal, human need. So they make products and services that meet those needs—and market them to human beings, not to the amorphous masses.

3. Winning by focusing on the experience, not the technology:

Winners have the vision to see beyond the product and into the desires of their customers. It’s not about the iPhone or the BlackBerry; it’s about the hassle-free, worry-free apps delivered through the phones that revolutionize how a person lives, works, and experiences his or her individual world. And it’s done using ordinary language for ordinary people.



Winners are self-aware. They recognize their own strengths and weaknesses, and respond to situations accordingly. Don’t underestimate this. From Lehman Brothers to General Motors to Circuit City, countless companies have struggled or gone under because of leaders who stayed in their comfort zones and didn’t take the right action at the right time because they were afraid to make the wrong move. “Don’t think I’ve been here for fifty years because we’re a great company without having made a lot of mistakes on the way,” says Rupert Murdoch from his CEO suite on Sixth Avenue in Manhattan. “How are you going to question yourself? Are you going to look in the mirror? When you see things going wrong, do you try to put them right? Or maybe you can’t put them right. You have to say to yourself, ‘I was wrong to do this in the first place’ and just cut your losses. I know when to cut my losses.”

Winners are also tuned in to the needs and desires of others, and this outward focus guides them to deliver revolutionary solutions, not just better mouse traps.* They recognize where their strengths meet someone else’s needs and double down on delivering the greatest value while ignoring lesser distractions. In plain English, winners succeed because they foresee and pursue the biggest prize.

Winners recognize that even when they aren’t physically selling a product, they are always selling themselves. Every human interaction is an opportunity to connect—and then to sell. So says Tom Harrison, chairman and CEO of Diversified Agency Services (DAS), the largest subsidiary of Omnicom, the world’s largest advertising, marketing, and communications company. As one of Madison Avenue’s most creative minds, he knows by “instinct” (which just happens to be the title of his seminal book on human behavior) exactly what to say and when to say it. Winners know what makes people tick by effectively tapping into our fears and aspirations. By listening very carefully and then repeating almost word-for-word exactly what they’ve heard, winners know how to articulate compelling needs—and products to satisfy those needs—that people didn’t even know they wanted. Says Harrison, “As long as I can keep my ears wide open, and my eyes wide open, and literally understand every word that they are saying, then it’s about them. The moment I translate it, it becomes about me—and that’s why others fail.”

Bono is a winner by every measure. He is arguably the most iconic performer of his generation, as well as one of the most well-known people on the planet. A U2 show echoes in your ears for hours after the music stops . . . and the song sales echo in the band’s ears for years. But Bono’s biggest wins will reverberate for generations. They’re wins on a societal scale, and they’re what make him a true winner rather than merely a rock legend. Listen to Bono as he sits across from Larry King, or meets with world leaders, or hosts a policy summit, and you instantly realize how his quiet, serious commitment has won billions for the world’s hurting. Yes, he has a megaplatform—but so do many other rock stars. He wins where they do not, not because he is powerful, but because he is accessible, compelling, and has a common touch.

Winners don’t preach; they persuade. Winners clearly articulate their own principles and kindly, subtly invite you to adopt them. But the choice is yours. Sure, they lead and you follow, but you ultimately come to their point of view on your own.

For winners, it’s never about a single game, product, or performance. Winners know how to succeed over the long term because they are persistent. They agree with Mark Twain: “The inability to forget is infinitely more devastating than the inability to remember,” driving beyond failure in order to eventually succeed. Or, for those readers who prefer sports to literature, Wayne Gretzky said, “You miss one hundred percent of the shots you don’t take.”

Another attribute that winners all have in common is how much they hate to lose. This isn’t particularly surprising, but what stands out is how they visualize it. Like anyone in Room 101 in George Orwell’s 1984, they each have their own vivid picture in their heads of what it’s like to lose. Never at a loss for words, most winners had difficulty articulating how failing affected them emotionally, and several even refused to answer any questions about it, as though losing wasn’t in their mental dictionary, but they could clearly see it. For some, it’s a flashback to unpleasant memories of their childhood.* For others, it’s a specific moment in time that went horribly wrong. My personal favorite comes from tennis legend Jimmy Connors. “The worst thing about losing a tennis match was the handshake. I saw the expression on their face after they beat me, and I hated it. The humiliation.”

Winners never give up and they don’t accept defeat. They work as long and as hard as it takes to get the job done right. There isn’t a winner anywhere who doesn’t bring passion to what they do or to how they communicate. Passion is contagious. It’s getting others to see what you see, to imagine what you imagine—and then want to do what you do. It’s not about high volume for the sake of attention; it’s focused intensity. Winners employ “blue heat” because it lasts longer, burns hotter, and is more precise than a wild orange flame.

Winners rarely talk about the bottom line, profitability, or even success. Rather, they talk about a greater purpose—and invite you to join them. They identify and address a weakness or deficiency in the human experience—to fill a void others have yet to notice. They identify the impediments that derail others and move past them.

Jim Davidson, the co-CEO of Silver Lake, a global private investment firm specializing in emerging technology with approximately $14 billion in assets under management, has a slightly more nuanced take: “The difference between people who are wildly successful and the people who are just plain successful is not in answering the question, it’s figuring out which questions are worth asking. The guys that actually figure out what problems are worth working on, what questions are worth asking, are the ones that actually make it big.”

There’s one other experience a surprising number of the wealthiest people featured in this book have had in common: poverty. You wouldn’t know it by how they live today, but the lack of money, sometimes even basic daily sustenance, clearly scarred their youth and had a significant effect on their unrelenting drive for success. Herb Simon, the billionaire real estate developer responsible for the Mall of America and the Forum Shops, grew up so poor that his greatest fear as a young adult was “winding up all alone in a hotel room in my undershirt, no room service and no money.” The three-room apartment where he was raised in the Bronx was so small that he slept on a cot in his parents’ bedroom until his early teens. Said Simon, “We never had any money. I heard my mother worrying about money, and I sometimes went to sleep worrying about having no money.” In 2009, Simon ranked #317 on the Forbes list of wealthiest Americans, and he never stays at hotels that don’t offer room service.

Legendary Notre Dame football coach Lou Holtz grew up in a single-bedroom basement apartment that had no refrigerator or freezer, but the challenges he faced as a youth played an important role in his lifelong mission to be the best. Of the three dozen interviews I did for this book, none left me more motivated than Coach Holtz. Perhaps it was because he was the only interview who served me a home-cooked meal. With an incredible 249 wins against just 132 losses, he was the only college football coach to lead six different programs to bowl games. Sitting in his den, surrounded by artifacts from an incredible career, it’s easy to understand why he’s not only one of the great icons of college sports but one of the most powerful speakers on the lecture circuit. When I asked him how someone from such a difficult financial background could achieve extraordinary success, he erupted. “I don’t think God put us on this earth to be ordinary,” he stressed, swinging his arms for emphasis:

Life is ten percent what happens to you and ninety percent how you respond to it. Show me someone who has done something worthwhile and I’ll show you someone who has overcome adversity. And one more thing. I didn’t have it tough growing up. I never thought of myself as poor. I don’t complain. Never have. Remember, most people don’t care about your problems, and the rest are glad you have them.

Basketball legend Jerry West had even more humble beginnings. Raised in a 500-person mining community in dirt-poor rural West Virginia, his situation was tragic. He didn’t want to talk about his childhood, but he acquiesced when I explained that his triumph over adversity would serve as an inspiration to others. I include it here as a lesson that anyone, regardless of where you start, has a chance to end up on top:

In my family, it was a struggle to survive. There were times when there wasn’t a quarter in the house. I’m not exaggerating. In those periods when my father wasn’t working, we had absolutely nothing. We never had a car. We never had a family vacation. I used to run everywhere. I remember seeing Forrest Gump and thinking how much like him I was. My parents had little or no education, and I had no means to go to school. But I had this love for basketball. I didn’t realize I had a skill, because I was so thin and so small. All I had was a strong work ethic and an imagination, and someone who showed an interest in me—and that was enough.

It was enough to earn him a position on the NBA All-Star team fourteen times in his fourteen seasons, and membership in the Basketball Hall of Fame. By the way, you’ve seen the official NBA logo with a player in silhouette? That’s Jerry West.

Steve Wynn, the billionaire creator of modern Las Vegas, didn’t grow up poor, but his father’s untimely death left the twenty-one-year-old college senior with more than $ 100,000 in debts and a bingo parlor that was losing money every week. Little has been written about this part of his life, and so I asked Wynn whether he ever considered declaring bankruptcy or just ignoring what his father owed. He paused, looked at me incredulously, and then responded in a soft but determined tone:

His last night, my father told me to write down some information that he wanted me to have. He said, “Everything’s going to be OK, but just in case, I owe your uncle Frank fifteen thousand dollars. And I owe so-and-so ten. Pay it. And mark this down.” And I sat there on the bedside and wrote down what he told me.

The next day, the doctors couldn’t get his heart started. I had just turned twenty-one and I had a ten-year-old brother. We were broke, and that was the worst possible thing that could have ever happened to me. But when my father told me to do this, to pay these debts, I just felt like I was doing what he told me. I was following his instructions. I never thought not to do it. My dad was the kind of a guy that always kept his word.

People that are really fundamentally honest don’t think about it that much. It just seems like the only thing to do. Not just the right thing to do; it’s the only thing to do. Don’t make too much fuss about being honest. You shouldn’t be proud of being honest. You should just be honest. You should be ashamed if you’re not.

I had my father’s partner his seventy-eight thousand dollars back by New Year’s. And then I got everybody paid within twelve months.

Now remember, this was a twenty-one-year-old kid whose father owed $100,000 in 1963 dollars. And he paid it all off in one year! That intensity and integrity was why he was able to convince bankers twice his age to give him the money he needed to start his business in Las Vegas and why, today, Forbes lists him as the 616th richest man in the world.

Allow me one more example because this is, by his own admission, particularly poignant. Andy Granatelli is in many ways the father of modern stock car auto racing. A born promoter, his legendary racing spectaculars gave birth to a multi-billion-dollar industry in the 1950s, and his teams won the coveted Indianapolis 500 in the late 1960s and 1970s thanks to engines that he helped design. A prolific automotive inventor and driver, his cars established and then broke hundreds of world records for speed and endurance, and he set many of the records himself. But he is best known as the CEO and spokesman for STP (“the racer’s edge”) corporation, which, thanks to his persistent promotions, was at one point almost as ubiquitous as Disney and Coca-Cola. He parlayed his love of cars into a fortune estimated at several hundred million dollars, but his financial condition wasn’t always so rosy:

I knew what it was like to starve, literally starve. I lived The Grapes of Wrath, the actual story you see in the movies where people loaded up these little junk cars to drive to California, only to go without a job. I never ever wanted to do that again. I actually believe to myself that I’m fat because I never want to go hungry. I keep my stomach full because I don’t want to die with an empty stomach.

At the time of my interview, Granatelli told me that he weighed more than 300 pounds, though he was well into a diet that would eventually shave more than 100 pounds off his large frame. Most winners would agree that money buys freedom, but Granatelli and others would also acknowledge that it can’t always buy freedom from fear.

Win demonstrates how and explains why winning without communicating is simply impossible. Every winner has prioritized and perfected their own lexicon. This book chronicles and dissects their successes, but more important, it equips you to apply their lessons to your life, your work, and your pursuit of the extraordinary.

My 2007 book, Words That Work, explored the power of specific words and phrases from a business, political, and personal perspective. What Americans Really Want . . . Really, from 2009, is an exposé of who we really are and what we really expect out of life. Win examines the common characteristics and linguistic strengths of the world’s most successful people—and how any American who wants to win can capture and utilize these communication secrets. This is not the first book to address how effective language has shaped the success of America’s finest entrepreneurs and CEOs, the marketing of our most successful products and services, and the cultures of our most successful corporations. What makes this book unique—and why it should matter to people who want to understand what separates the ordinary from the extraordinary—is that it spans the width and breadth of American life, from business to politics, from sports to entertainment. This book compiles key characteristics and language lessons from each industry and leader into a single collection, because we can learn greatness from the most extraordinary among us.

Early on, I set out to determine the specific attributes that contribute the most to success in business, politics, entertainment, sports, and day-to-day American life. My assumption was that once the attributes were identified, it would be relatively simple to connect the most effective language to the most important attributes, giving readers a straightforward how-to guide to take typical situations and improve them with atypical words.

But to my surprise, it quickly became evident in this undertaking that the style of communication was just as important to the eventual success as the substance. What I failed to address in Words That Work, and what you will read on the pages that follow, is more than a primer for message development. In fact, just as much emphasis is devoted to the way those messages are communicated as the words themselves.

There are many specific “Luntz Lessons” and recommendations that follow. They are designed to help you apply what you read to your day-to-day life. All of them directly illustrate the nine essential action-oriented principles of winning at every level, from private one-on-one meetings with your boss to public presentations before hundreds of strangers to media appearances that may reach millions.

So grab your highlighter and join me in an unprecedented examination of the Nine Principles of Winning that fuel the art, the science, and the language of life.








Chapter 2

THE NINE P’S OF WINNING

What it takes to get to the top




After climbing a great hill, one only finds that there are many more hills to climb.

—NELSON MANDELA

Good business leaders create a vision, articulate the vision, passionately own the vision, and relentlessly drive it to completion.

—JACK WELCH, FORMER CHAIRMAN AND CEO, GENERAL ELECTRIC

There’s a big difference between those who want to be something and those who want to do something. About 95 percent of America is made up of people who want to be something, and they cause all the problems that have to be solved by the 5 percent who want to do something. I hope your book is about the 5 percent, not the 95 percent.

—ROGER AILES, FOUNDER AND CEO, FOX NEWS CHANNEL

This book is written for the 5 percent Roger Ailes so wisely identifies who want to do something. Of that 5 percent, it focuses on the lessons and experiences of a still smaller group of people who have done more than aspire; they have actually achieved. They’ve won. It is my hope that their stories can help you join their ranks.

THE DEFINITION OF WINNING

Winners think differently from the rest of us. “They’re wired differently,” says Tom Harrison. “Their DNA is different. The moderately successful person focuses on the roadblocks, on how to get over or around them. The winner focuses on the goal.”

In his 2001 best-selling book Good to Great: Why Some Companies Make the Leap . . . and Others Don’t, Jim Collins and his team of researchers set out to answer a single question: How does a good company become a great one? They started with a list of 1,435 companies, which was eventually narrowed down to 11 of the very best: Abbott Laboratories, Circuit City, Fannie Mae, Gillette, Kimberly-Clark, Kroger, Nucor Corporation, Philip Morris, Pitney Bowes, Walgreens, and Wells Fargo.* To make the list of great companies, “the company had to show a pattern of good performance, punctuated by a transition point, after which it shifted to great performance. ‘Great performance’ was defined as a cumulative total stock return of at least three times the general market for the period from the transition point through 15 years.”1

Collins and company examined books, articles, case studies, and annual reports and they pored over financial analyses for each company they studied, totaling 980 combined years of data. They conducted more than eighty interviews with senior managers and board members, while studying the personal and professional records of more than fifty CEOs. In addition, they analyzed the companies’ payment structures and incentives; they reviewed layoffs, corporate ownership, and media coverage; and they examined the role technology played for each of the companies that had made the leap—all the metrics that mattered.

So what did Collins and his team discover? He concluded that there was no “magic moment” that took a company from good to great. Rather, it was the ongoing commitment of the company and its leaders to set clearly defined priorities and focus on what really mattered. Based on more than twenty years of work with Fortune 100 CEOs, executive-level corporate managers, Hollywood studio giants, and Washington power brokers, Collins’s conclusions seem largely right to me. People who do great things focus on what matters most and just get it done again and again, better and better.

But that isn’t winning. Winning is so much more. When I talk about winning, I’m not talking about cumulative total stock returns that outperform the market, or people who rise to the position of senior vice president of a Fortune 500 company. That’s success. That’s leadership. Those are laudable achievements, but they are not extraordinary. There are many successful people and companies in America, and many who lead. But by definition there is a paucity of extraordinariness—even in America, where we are judged by what we do and not who we are, or who our parents are.

Winning is about getting to the top and making things—great things, unprecedented things—happen. It’s about transforming and completely revolutionizing products, processes, and even people. It’s about making an impact that endures long after you have gone. As management guru Tom Peters pointed out in a 2003 interview:

Companies that Jim [Collins] calls great have performed well. I wouldn’t deny that for a minute, but they haven’t led anybody anywhere. I don’t give a damn whether Microsoft is around 50 years from now. Microsoft set the agenda in the world’s most important industry at a critical period of time, and that to me is leadership, not the fact that you are able to stay alive until your beard is 200 feet long.2

Winning means charting a new course, setting the agenda, and convincing everyone else to follow. Jerry Jones, longtime owner of the spectacularly profitable Dallas Cowboys, will do absolutely anything he can to enhance his team and their reputation. If you told Jerry Jones, in a polite way, “Jerry, we’d like you to go climb up that pole and wave a flag for the Cowboys,” he would evaluate it, and if he thought that it was in the best interest of the team, he’d do it. He would do absolutely anything, within the boundaries of good taste, to make every experience memorable. He goes out of his way to make sure the fans feel that they’re getting exactly what they want, and that’s why he was named sports personality of the year in 2010. Winners like him know it’s not about making something new and improved; it’s about inventing something superior that stands apart.


WHAT AMERICANS REALLY WANT TO HEAR FROM THEIR BUSINESS LEADERS

I believe in a simple formula for leadership: listen, learn, help, lead. The best leaders recognize that listening inspires much more than telling, and then they learn. Next, they set an example of responsible leadership by helping. Employees are much more willing to sacrifice and follow when they see that their leaders are right there in the trenches with them. And when they have earned the trust and confidence of their team, they are ready to lead.



The first step is to think differently. If you’re a student about to graduate from college and you haven’t found a job yet, your number-one focus should probably be on obtaining gainful employment. And have no fear; there is an entire industry set up to help you find that perfect job. But what if focusing on getting the perfect job isn’t actually the right priority for you? Maybe it should be “inventing” the perfect job. I hadn’t really thought about this point until I spoke with Richard DeVos, the founder of Amway. He tells a story about addressing some college students that will probably make you think twice if you have children coming out of college:

I was speaking once at Michigan State University where I was given a PhD, and they said I could have a couple of minutes to address the students. All I said to them was, “I bet a lot of you guys are wondering if you’re going to get a job when you graduate, huh? Stop worrying about it, and go start a business of your own.” And the whole place erupted in applause. It surprised me with its intensity; the whole place just erupted. Wow, starting a business of their own; they hadn’t thought about that. Nobody in college teaches you that. They teach you how to be dependent on somebody else, not how to take charge of your life.

For Mary Hart, host of Entertainment Tonight for thirty years, attitude is everything. In 2011, she tied Johnny Carson for the longest continuous hosting of an ongoing show. “I’m blessed with waking up in the morning a happy person and an optimistic person. There’s a lot of cheerleader in me. I’ve always felt I was lucky to have this job, and I take nothing for granted. I go to work imagining that this is my first day doing the show. Each show renews my enthusiasm.”

“Success starts and ends with people. To appeal to a lot of people, you have to have real insight into them,” says Henry Juszkiewicz, CEO of Gibson Guitar. Gibson, the makers of the hugely popular Les Paul guitar, had fallen on hard times when Juszkiewicz came in as CEO in 1986 and rescued the company. At a time when digital technology and dramatic advances in consumer electronics have pitted most of the music industry’s corporate players against their customers, he is widely respected not just for his business acumen but for his pro-people approach A CEO for more than two decades, he still embraces consumers like a warm blanket on a cold winter day:

You can pursue a paradigm shift that people don’t like, and it’s just not going to work, because there’s no point to it. You have to be holistic and take a broad view with a broad understanding. All the great guys I know who have had that special touch actually developed their products for themselves. Steve Jobs is actually developing products that he wants for himself. He is the customer. And he understands it better because he’s one of them.

In the guitar field, I’m developing stuff that I want to play. And as I do, I’m like a kid in a candy store. It’s like my favorite thing now. You have to have that intuitive connection with your consumer. If you’re trying to go in with surveys and statistical methodology, you’ll stumble a lot. It’s like looking through little peepholes; you’ll only get snippets of factual information. You need to wrap your arms around what’s happening to really connect.

Something invariably happens to winners on their path to success that changes their perspective—a bad boss, a poor working environment, a temporary career setback. But they don’t make this an excuse for failure. Instead, it becomes a life lesson that they use to get ahead. Says Mickey Drexler, the dangerously candid but highly entertaining CEO of J.Crew:

I always wanted a boss who drives hard, has high standards, is honest, direct, and is not full of s–t. Someone said to me, “Always remember who you were. You’re not a big shot.” I remember the big shots when I started at Bloomingdale’s; they hardly said hello to you and they wouldn’t listen to you. A lot of them are just not confident. A lot of them are self-important. A lot of them are narcissistic. A lot of them are egomaniacs.

Winners don’t make excuses at all. There’s an authenticity to the winners featured in this book that is both refreshing and compelling. Radio-personality Don Imus has survived and thrived through four decades of seemingly ongoing controversy by simply being himself. “I am not full of s–t and people know that. It is not an act. I am what I am. I have never done anything on the air that I wouldn’t say or do or isn’t the way I act privately. I think that’s why I have a real connection to people.”

Because winners live for epic change and radically rethinking the status quo, they must be able to make the case with force and skill. They begin by engaging and inspiring the people who work with them and for them. They persist over the objections of skeptics who are afraid of what change might mean. They prevail over critics who want to shut them down completely. Engage, inspire, persist, prevail—you need them all.

It’s not as hard as it sounds. Most winners had certain attributes on the day they were born, but each of the nine essential principles can be incorporated into one’s life. Winners are never satisfied with the status quo and always pursue more. Better. Higher. Faster. Easier. That’s why they aren’t satisfied with the skills they were born with; that’s just the starting point on a path to greatness. These principles may not come naturally, they may take years of practice, and you may not get them all right all the time, but the more you master, the more likely you are to win in the workplace and in the marketplace.

So what are the nine principles of winning?


THE NINE P’S OF WINNING

1. People-Centeredness

2. Paradigm Breaking

3. Prioritization

4. Perfection

5. Partnership

6. Passion

7. Persuasion

8. Persistence

9. Principled Action



No, the P’s are not a simple gimmick. Look again and think about the most successful people you know: what may be just words to you are the principles by which they live.

PEOPLE-CENTEREDNESS

I know more about you than you realize. That’s because no matter who you are, what you do, or what you sell, I know what your enterprise is really all about: people.

I have made a career of showing candidates and companies, unequivocally, how their objectives will fail if they refuse to truly listen to, and understand, what people want from them. I’ve also enjoyed decades of witnessing winners who learn, grasp, and perfect this central principle. Every decision about communication, products, and objectives must submit to the central organizational question: How does this affect real everyday people?

Let’s look at what this means for language. It’s often a question of emphasis. For most of the great innovators of recent generations, often the most essential language lessons are a result not of what they said, but of what they didn’t say. What you choose to leave out of your communication is just as important as what you choose to include. In business, the most successful people rarely talk about the bottom line, or profitability, or even success. Those are just mile markers along the way. Their message—and their gift—is about seeing a deficiency in our human existence and addressing it by finding a product or service that makes life better.

The best living example: Steve Jobs. He is referenced often in this book because he is among the most influential personalities of the twenty-first century. I have only met him once, and he was decidedly unfriendly, yet he has had a more pleasant, personal impact on the quality of my life than anyone I can think of. One of America’s most respected CEOs who knows him well described the people-centered paradox that is Steve Jobs:

Steve Jobs is my idol. I’ve never seen anyone in my life accomplish what he’s accomplished, at the scale that he’s accomplished it, in terms of changing the world. America needs more people like him. Yet Steve Jobs is not a people person. He doesn’t even say hello. He’s in his own world. But I admire him more than any other businessperson in history because of his impact on so many people.

The most successful communicators are charming and charismatic. This makes their task of winning far easier, but it is not essential. Notable exceptions—such as Bill Gates, who is socially awkward, and Jobs, who is often described in private as self-absorbed—overcame their interpersonal shortcomings by developing products that spoke for them. Winners like them come from a long line of competitive innovators like Thomas Edison and Henry Ford—people who were notably prickly and irritable, but who were also dedicated and driven to improve the human condition . . . and did.

From the entertainment world, notable examples include Oprah Winfrey and Martha Stewart—both are idolized for their communication capabilities and influence on popular culture, even though their own personal relationships are reportedly complex and troubled. They provide comfort to an increasingly anxious population seeking security in a difficult world. They know how to fill in the missing pieces in the lives of middle-aged and middle-income women in a way that transcends geography, economy, and ethnicity. Oprah’s Book Club isn’t about selling books (a product); it’s about selling peace of mind (a people-centered solution). Martha Stewart isn’t selling recipes (a commodity you can get anywhere); she’s selling quality-of-life solutions you can trust, because Martha trusts them and women trust Martha.

Quick, answer this: What do you sell? What is your Big Idea? Think this over before reading on.

If you answered with a thing (like a “widget,” or “health care,” or your “political candidacy,” for instance), you haven’t defined the “So what?” that’s essential to boiling down your idea into something that matters to—and benefits—someone else. But if you answered with an attribute (“fewer hassles,” or “quality time with family,” or “better quality of life,” or a “more accountable government”), then you’re a step ahead on the path to winning.

Winners know what makes people tick, and they connect either to our fears or our aspirations—or both. The job of all winning communicators is to recognize what is missing in the lives of others and then try to address it. Winners help us imagine the possibilities that change our realities.

That’s one reason I always advocate a more positive, aspirational, hopeful approach to advertising and marketing. The people-centered approach is to address, resolve, and alleviate personal pain—to focus on “solutions” rather than the management of the problem. It’s the same in politics. Voters have come to reject unrelenting negativity. In the 2009 Massachusetts Senate race, Republican Scott Brown’s best message was when he told his opponent, “Stop attacking the past. I am not Bush/Cheney. Let’s focus on the future.” Even in Massachusetts—not exactly a prime location for the George W. Bush legacy library—people wanted to know how this race affected them today and tomorrow, not yesterday. While we may all dwell on our own pasts, nobody wants someone else to dwell there, let alone their elected representatives. Voters are more concerned about a candidate’s potential than his or her past. They would rather have politicians focused on a better future—for them.

PARADIGM BREAKING

Chapter 4 is about the people and products that dramatically change the way we live. Winners are not improvers; they are game-changers. Three attributes define paradigm breaking:

(1) the attitude of never settling for the conventional;

(2) the practice of purposeful reinvention; and

(3) the necessity of using skilled communication to lead people in a new direction. It’s about convincing people that a radical departure from the status quo into a brave new world isn’t just a good thing to do—it’s the only thing to do. For example:

• There is a big difference between innovation, which is the language of the good, and breakthrough, which is the language of the great. Americans like innovation because it takes something known and makes it better. But they love breakthroughs—especially in medicine, science, technology, and other related areas—because they throw off the limits that constrain quality of life and replace them with something that shifts our expectations about existence. An innovation simply isn’t big enough.

• A bold approach is better than an incremental one—but importantly stops short of the alarming tone of revolutionary. While Americans reject revolutionary and radical leaders or ideas, they are still seeking faster, more fundamental change than what is currently being offered from either Washington or Wall Street. A bold approach says things will change, but in a safe and reliable way. Bold people march ahead with purpose, but also with firm footing.

Breaking paradigms is something few can do, but fewer still can explain. Their language often has to overcome vast skepticism, doubt, and sometimes blatant hostility. Remember, as much as we say we want change, it is natural to resist it. As human beings, we innately fear the unknown, even if we simultaneously embrace it. The best communicators know how to position their new product or idea as an improvement that people should expect to have—not a burden they’ll have to bear.

PRIORITIZATION

Winners in business and politics have an uncanny ability to prioritize, whether they’re part of an organization or team, or are acting individually. They know how to separate what must be done from what should be done—and that has a direct correlation to what they say and when they say it. In fact, identifying and effectively articulating priorities may be the single most important component of successful communication.

The first step is to prioritize your actions so that your enterprise is wholly focused on what you can win. Bill Gates hosts no book clubs; Oprah programs no code. We cannot all win at everything. But even more crucially, Bill Gates knew better than to take the slightly off-course bait of, say, making microchips. Let Intel produce Pentium processors. Microsoft was going to stick to the essential, rather than focus on the merely important.

The second step of prioritization is related to language. Words remain at a premium in a world where audiences are increasingly distracted and their attention spans are dwindling. If you accept the adage that what people hear is more important than what you say, knowing what to omit is as important as what to include. Winners prioritize their messages. For example, successful communicators need evidence to prove a point—but too much evidence is actually worse than too little, because listeners believe you’re overcompensating or, even worse, tune you out completely. Brevity is still the soul of wit. In fact, in the era of texting and Twitter, the longer you speak, the less people hear.


LUNTZ LESSONS

YOUR FIRST WORDS ARE MORE IMPORTANT THAN YOUR LAST

Listen up. You get only one shot to make a good first impression, and what you say first colors everything that follows. It doesn’t only color it, but depending on how you frame the context, the initial impression you make will either cast a shadow over your purpose or provide a foundation under it.

Whether you are asking for a raise or trying to raise a million dollars, whether you are working toward a promotion or promoting your candidacy, your first sentence, first thought, first idea, or first impression is by far the most important. So many people spend all their time focused on delivering their final thoughts. Not smart. In most cases, if you blow your opening, no one will be listening when you finish.



PERFECTION

If you’re not driven to perfection, you’ll never reach excellence. This is the active and therefore better version of the feel-good but insufficient adage, “Shoot for the moon, and even if you miss, you’ll end up among the stars.” Winners understand this and, whether they admit that perfection is impossible (it is), they nevertheless make perfection their constant mission. Good enough . . . isn’t.

As I’ll explain in this chapter, there’s a great deal of overlap between passion and perfection, because they feed off each other. Without a burning desire to do what you do, it’s almost impossible to find the internal strength to strive for perfection. It’s one thing to work sixteen-hour days because you have to. It’s another to work sixteen-hour days because you want to.

Winners who are passionate about their work don’t mind a sixteen-hour day if that’s what it takes for them to be the best they can possibly be. Oprah didn’t become the Queen of Talk by asking mediocre guests mediocre questions. That’s how you become Chevy Chase or Ricki Lake. Oprah relentlessly pursues perfection in everything she does, from her TV show to her magazine, and everything in between.

As a business strategy, the pursuit of perfection can help distinguish one brand from another, especially in an overcrowded marketplace. See, for example, Lexus’s language advantage over BMW and Mercedes in their ads where their tagline is “the relentless pursuit of perfection.” Perfection implies value for the consumer and something worth hearing, seeing, experiencing, or knowing. Just take a trip to Steve Wynn’s flagship hotel in Las Vegas to see what I mean. From the minute you enter Wynn Las Vegas, you’re surrounded by opulence and elegance. Every detail, every inch of space, from the tiles on the floors to the decorations in the rooms, is meant to convey uncompromising perfection for customers of all tastes. And it does. There’s a reason the Wynn name unequivocally stands for quality, value, and luxury.

Even if you aren’t selling high-end luxury to high-dollar customers, you’ll still be held accountable to the pursuit of perfection. Why? Because if you don’t pursue perfection, your competitor can—and will—leave you in the dust.

PARTNERSHIP

No one is perfect. Were you to wake up tomorrow with infinite wisdom, unlimited resources, and a crystal ball, then you might not need other people to achieve the things you want to achieve. Until that happens, you need partners.

When asked about her new TV network in early 2010, Oprah made it clear that one of her biggest challenges was creating the team to help her make it all come together. “The biggest challenge is getting the right people to create the right kind of creative energy and synergy,” she said. “It’s about getting the right people on the right seats on the bus. And getting the people off of the bus that shouldn’t be on the bus.”3 Even for someone like Oprah, who’s rumored to have more money than God, there are limitations that only other smart, hardworking people can help her overcome. She aptly expresses an idea that originates with Aristotle—that the whole is greater than the sum of its parts.

Honest, open communication is paramount for a partnership to survive. Without it, trust and respect will simply wither on the vine. Your partnerships must also have balance. If one of you is a big risk taker, the other should probably be more prudent. If one is wildly disorganized, the other had better be methodical. Partnerships thrive on achieving the right balance that maximizes the “good” and minimizes the “bad” that each side brings to the relationship. Preferring collaboration to confrontation and consensus to conflict, women have the clear advantage. Anne Mulcahy, former CEO of Xerox, Irene Rosenfeld, CEO of Kraft Foods, and Angela Brady, CEO of WellPoint health care, all rose to the top thanks to their partnership skills.

PASSION

There isn’t a winner anywhere who doesn’t bring passion to what they do or how they communicate. When you look at the expressions of passion of those at the top, there are three clear language attributes at play:

• First, they communicate confidence in themselves and in their products;

• Second, the message always rests on results and solutions; and

• Third, there is a clear call to action at the end.

But passion is about more than just words and language. Effectively communicating passion requires focus on style and delivery. In this case, it’s not just what people hear that matters—it’s how they hear it. Three examples:

• Don’t mistake volume for enthusiasm. Shouting is one of the worst mistakes communicators make in demonstrating passion. Nobody wants to be yelled at, even when they agree with you. In reality, the most passionate—and persuasive—people speak the softest when it matters the most.

• Absolutes are deal-breakers. Never use language that suggests universal or unanimous agreement. Audiences don’t like to hear words like always, everyone, or all the time because it suggests a certainty and uniformity that no one believes exists. In fact, avoid the word never, because people will conjure up exceptions in their minds. The minute they find one, you lose.

• Passion and clarity must go hand in hand. Doctors are notoriously bad communicators even though they are passionate about their work. They fill up their messaging with technical jargon that confuses rather than clarifies the point they’re trying to make. Clear, concise communication will instill more passion than exact but confusing technical terms.

Passion is also about intensity. The two companies that I’ve seen exhibit the greatest intensity in serving their customers are FedEx and Anheuser-Busch. For FedEx, passion has an actual name: the Purple Promise. It’s something every employee learns upon joining the company, and it has a very simple meaning: “to make every customer experience outstanding.” It’s what they hope differentiates them from UPS. A FedEx driver is expected to find a way to get a package to an individual no matter what it takes. Failure is not an option. The U.S. Postal Service may have a passionate motto—“Neither snow, nor rain, nor heat . . .”—but FedEx actually delivers. You never hear someone complain that “it got lost in the FedEx.”

For decades, the motto of Anheuser-Busch wasn’t about selling beer. It was about making friends. No one on the outside knew that senior executives at the company were given “sampling allowances” so they could buy beer for strangers at restaurants and bars. But it wasn’t just about the beer. It was about the conversation and camaraderie to which that free beer led. They realized that beer is more than the ingredients or the brewing process. It’s about the experience of drinking it with friends and family. No words or images can sell a beer better than the experiences you share over it. The executives of AB were among the best corporate communicators because they showed their passion for their product by giving it away. That culture began to disappear when the all-American company became foreign-owned in 2009, but some executives still practice friendship-building even today.

PERSUASION

Winners don’t preach; they persuade. They tell you exactly why you should accept their point of view, yet you feel like you came to their conclusions on your own. Chapter 9 is based on the organizing theory behind Words That Work: it’s not what you say but what people hear that matters. One of the most important components of persuasion is referencing that which people already believe and then using it as a springboard for the leap of faith you want them to take. This chapter explores the five components of any audience:

• Rejecters. These are the people who will oppose you no matter what you say or do.

• Disagreeables. They oppose or doubt you, but not strenuously, and effective persuasion can render them neutral.

• Neutrals. They can go either way. Within the typical corporate culture, this is the largest segment of employees, and management misses a great opportunity if it fails to seek their support.

• Accepters. They back you—but they’re not willing to speak up for you. This is the most important segment of the audience and usually the make-or-break slice of the pie for would-be winners.

• Embracers. No convincing or motivation is needed. Whether it’s a question of personal loyalty or willingness to be led, they’re packed and ready to go. They just need to know what to say and do.

PERSISTENCE

Winning is never really about a single game, or product, or performance. Winners know how to succeed over the long haul. In fact, they know that winning is defined by repeat performances and increasing achievements. One-hit wonders experience brief success, but only consistent chart-toppers win the industry. Winners never give up, never accept defeat, and work as long and as hard as it takes to get the job done right. Most successful people have overcome multiple setbacks, often including bankruptcy, illness, and the inability to deliver what was promised, to name a few. From Toyota’s failure to respond to its technological deficiencies to Tiger Woods’s continued unwillingness to answer questions about his private life, not all icons make the right decisions all the time. The challenge is to communicate persistence even when everything around you is going to hell. Winners commonly say, “Don’t tell me why I can’t do it. Tell me how I can get it done.”

PRINCIPLED ACTION

What good is winning at work if you lose at life? In my conversations with some of America’s wealthiest, most successful people, their pride in their financial and career accomplishments is dwarfed by their personal disappointment over the condition of their family. In an effort to win it all in the workplace, they lost it all at home.

The concluding chapter attempts to put in perspective the essential nature of a set of the guiding principles that define true winners. It focuses on those who gave up their morality, humanity, and decency in the chase for success—and how they fell from grace because winning wasn’t just everything, it was the only thing. From Ken Lay to Jack Abramoff to Bernie Madoff, they will be known not for what they temporarily achieved, but for how they achieved it and, ultimately, how miserably they failed.

What was going through Steve Jobs’s mind that inspired him to create some of the most groundbreaking and successful products of our time, namely the iPod, the iPhone, and, most recently, the iPad?

How does Rupert Murdoch continue to astound allies and confound critics with his proficient decision-making on the eve of his eightieth birthday?

What was it about competition that drove Larry Bird to push himself and his team—the Boston Celtics—so hard that they ended up winning three NBA championships, with Bird taking home two NBA Finals MVP awards?

What can business professionals learn from the pre-match discipline, focus, and determination of tennis great Jimmy Connors?

What business skill does Mike Bloomberg respect most?

How does Steve Wynn reinvent himself, and Las Vegas, again and again . . . and again?

How did Amway founder Rich DeVos combine passion, persistence, and deeply rooted principles to build an eight-billion-dollar global marketing empire?

What essential attributes allowed Arnold Schwarzenegger to rise from poverty to conquer the entertainment world, the business world, and the political world?

And how did Ken Lay’s and Jeff Skilling’s stunning lack of principle take Enron from being one of the most admired and profitable companies in America to a corporate graveyard, costing thousands of jobs, decimating entire life savings, and ruining countless lives?

These are just a few of the questions I explore and answer throughout the pages of Win. I’ll explain why each of the Nine P’s of Winning is so vital and so logical, yet so often overlooked by many business leaders, both in the suites of corporate America and in the back offices of small businesses throughout the country. It’s important to understand that not every winner has all of these characteristics. In fact, you may need only one or two of them in a given situation to get the result you want. But you won’t find a winner out there today who doesn’t exhibit most, if not all, of these fundamental human traits.








Chapter 3

PEOPLE-CENTEREDNESS

Humanizing your approach




I’ve seen him do it a million times,

but I can’t tell you how he does it, Henry.

The right-handed part.

I can tell you what he does with his left hand.

He’s a genius with it.

He might put that hand on your elbow . . .

or your bicep, like he’s doing now.

Basic move. He’s interested in you.

He’s honored to meet you.

But if he gets any higher, if he gets on your shoulder . . .

it’s not as intimate.

He’ll share a laugh with you, a light secret.

And if he doesn’t know you, but wants to share emotion . . .

he’ll lock you in a two-hander.

You’ll see when he shakes hands with you, Henry.

—THE OPENING SCENE OF PRIMARY COLORS, 1998

Say what you will, Bill Clinton is a winner.

In the spring of 1992, while attending a fund-raiser in New York City for his presidential campaign, Clinton was confronted by a very angry man on a very specific mission. That man was Bob Rafsky, a member of the AIDS awareness and advocacy group ACT UP (AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power). Having made his way through the crowd to stand just inches from Clinton, Rafsky said, “We’re not dying of AIDS as much as we are dying of 11 years of government neglect.” Somewhat taken aback, Clinton simply replied, “I feel your pain.”4 And in a single moment, with a single sentence, Bill Clinton said something that, forever, will cast him in Americans’ minds as a preeminent man of the people. Rather than trying to argue with or debate Rafsky about what he was saying, he acknowledged his frustration (his pain), validating Rafsky’s feelings and letting him know that the candidate personally cared. In that moment, he temporarily stopped being a politician and instead became a human being.

Clinton went on to win the presidency that year because he, more than any other political figure, understood what was happening in the country at that time, and had an innate ability to communicate it right back. Clinton was a man of the people—he felt our pain and knew how to connect with us. In a debate that year, he said that when someone lost a job in his home state of Arkansas, he probably knew the person by name. Of course, that was an exaggeration, but it didn’t matter. Bill Clinton was a new type of character in the drama of American politics. He understood people to such a degree, and could relate to them on such a personal level, that he could reach them in a way few politicians ever could. He was smooth. He was confident. And it wasn’t by accident. Although his stories, words, tone, and facial expressions appeared to materialize effortlessly, every single gesture, look, and remark were crafted specifically to show that he was listening. He was a master of empathy.

No matter what you may think of Bill Clinton’s character or politics, he’s the single most people-centered public figure alive today. Regardless of your ideology, when he speaks, you listen. He seems to have weighed the facts, studied the policy, listened to the different arguments, and then subjected all those considerations to a simple question: How does this idea affect everyday people? It’s no accident that the Clinton White House was famous for late-night, twelve-round policy fights that were refereed by Clinton himself. He wanted you to know that he wasn’t just feeling your pain; he was working hard to heal it. He studied like a wonk, but communicated like a friend. Translating one to the other is the rarest of political talents.

Clinton is the personification of a people-centered leader. He commands his voice and words—and even his face—in a manner that compels listeners, whether auditoriums packed with thousands, or individuals in one-on-one conversations, to stop and look, listen and learn. And whether he’s actually in the room with you or simply on your TV screen, you almost always feel like he’s talking to you and no one else. He creates an authentic connection that can turn even his most ardent critics into momentary cheerleaders. Republican congressmen and senators routinely freeze like deer in the headlights when he speaks to them. Bill Clinton understands people.

Now, note the term people-centered. That is not the same thing as being a people person. When I talk about being people-centered, I do not necessarily refer to the kind of people we like to hang out with in our leisure time. I don’t mean people who know how to “connect” with us and who “get” us. Yes, that’s part of the concept, but there’s so much more to it. If you’re a people person, you walk into a roomful of strangers and in no time you’ve made three friends. You’ve probably already networked your way into at least one upcoming soiree, and if you’re really good, you’ve snagged a few business cards, given out a few of your own, and you are already drumming up real revenue before the last overserved partygoer stumbles out the door. You’re a connector. You’re the kind of person who brings others together. You’re invaluable.

But Bill Clinton provides a perfect example of what it means to be people-centered—and every would-be networker can learn from his example. For him, networking wasn’t just a matter of passing out business cards, collecting those of others, and making the most of the time at the event before calling it a night. And he didn’t rely on charisma alone. Instead he had a habitual practice of coming home each night and meticulously recording each conversation in a growing library of index cards. He committed to memory not just where someone worked or what someone did, but who they were. So the next time he saw them, asking “How have you been?” wasn’t just an empty formality; it was loaded with understanding that allowed him to meet that person’s individual need to be known and valued. And no matter who we are, we all have that basic need for connection.

If you met him, he remembered you. What’s more, he treated you like an old friend. He did it to me, and I even worked against him. The lesson: do not underestimate the simple power that recall has on an individual. Every person wants to be not just noticed, but memorable. In a world that moves faster and faster, and where people are treated more and more like commodities, the leader who slows it down—who truly treats people like individuals and not interchangeable pieces—wins.

Just being a people person will not make you a winner. Your witty banter and off-the-cuff pop-culture references at cocktail parties might help fatten your list of contacts, but they will not help you discover America’s most pressing needs and desires. Those who are people-centered, however, enjoy an advantage that, if bottled and sold, would cost more than a government toilet seat.

No company is more focused on building personal relationships or is better at it than Facebook. With more than 550 million users globally and growing by the day, they have redefined human interaction in the twenty-first century. Along with Google, Facebook is transforming the way people connect and share information in their personal and professional lives, so it makes perfect sense that the process of building partnerships is at the core of what they seek to do. At the core of this effort is Sheryl Sandberg, Facebook’s highly accomplished COO. A chief of staff to the U.S. Treasury Secretary while in her twenties, a VP at Google (until Facebook stole her away), and a board member at both Disney and Starbucks, she has clearly earned her ranking on the Fortune Most Powerful Women in Business list. When I asked her for the secret of her success, her response was immediate: “Blame yourself when things go wrong, and give credit to others when things go right. The process of giving other people credit is what it takes to build a team.” Sandberg, one of America’s great team builders, knows exactly what it takes to win.

Sandberg is as focused and people-centered as the company she runs. She has a big poster in her conference room that reads “The Future Belongs to Those Who Are Willing to Get Their Hands Dirty.” “I actually got it from Howard Schultz’s conference room,” she admits. For her, team building is about face-to-face interaction at all levels. “I visit the clients myself. Everyone should. Things will go wrong when your people lose touch, when they think they’ve gotten too senior to talk to people. When I do conferences with my sales team, I ask them right up front whether they have talked to a customer within twenty-four hours. If they haven’t, they’ve got a problem.”

Which of the following do you believe is most important for a good CEO to demonstrate or possess?
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So why do I think that people-centered individuals and companies are so much more likely to become winners than the rest of us? The most important thing to keep in mind is that winning isn’t just about achieving a bottom-line profit. No, our people-centered colleagues are so much more likely to make it to the pinnacle of success because they know what makes people tick. They know what to look for, and they know which questions to ask in order to unleash an unknown—and thus unrealized, pent-up demand. That’s what led mothers and collectors alike to stand in line for hours at Toys “R” Us in the ’80s, literally fighting over the only available crate of Cabbage Patch Kids when it arrived on the sales floor. In the summer of 2007, the same phenomenon was responsible for the lines that formed for months at 7 a.m. each day at Apple stores around the country as shoppers waited patiently (or impatiently) for that day’s supply of iPhones. And once again, in 2010, the Apple iPad packed them in, day after day after day.

I asked Henry Juszkiewicz for his take on why Steve Jobs is so effective at developing technological gadgets that people simply love:

Steve Jobs is a great example of an incredibly intuitive mind.

The iPod is an example of his brilliance of mind, because music players were available long before the iPod. Creative had an MP3 before the iPod. So did several others. They were readily available, but they never really took off. They were talked about, but stayed rather fringe. There were a lot of problems with the way these guys had focused the technology. What Steve did, he took that technology and made it usable. He was able to step into a consumer’s mind. That’s what his intuitive gift is. He really knows what people want, even before they know they need it, and he can really step into their shoes.

Winning is finding a product or service that meets a need or fulfills a desire—sometimes even one we’ve yet to recognize. Sometimes it’s just a really big marketing victory that people write about in books like this. But it’s also about making life better to such an astonishing degree that what you’ve done truly changes what it means to live the “human experience.” Once winners have done their thing, we mere mortals cannot imagine life any other way.

One misconception about being people-centered needs to be cleared up before I explore the communication techniques of these sociological sleuths and business anthropologists. Understanding and being able to connect with people—to know them better than they know themselves—is not the same thing as being charming, charismatic, or even nice. Some of the most successful people-centered individuals in the world—in fact, in human history—have reportedly been difficult, if not dreadful, to be around.

Those who have worked for Anna Wintour, American Vogue’s editor in chief, say that the 2003 book and the 2006 movie The Devil Wears Prada aren’t too far off the mark. Based on Wintour, the character Miranda Priestly is a middle-aged, venomous magazine editor who also happens to be one of the most important people in the nearly $1.3 trillion global apparel industry. A hapless, newly minted journalist becomes her assistant and quickly learns that in her boss’s world, limitless success means ignoring the feelings of everyone around you. Granted, such portrayals of excessive executives are often self-serving and indulgent, but the story here is a perfect depiction of the disparity between human decency and business victory. You do not need the former to achieve the latter. Winners may understand what drives people better than anyone else. But that doesn’t mean for a minute that they care about your birthday or anniversary when there are deadlines to meet. Anna Wintour has her finger on the pulse of women even as her hands are wrapped around her employees’ throats.

It would be a mistake, however, to assume that charm, wit, and grace have nothing to do with one’s ability to connect with people and figure out what they really, really want. Those characteristics may not be necessary for you to become people-centered, but they almost always help. They certainly go a long way toward maintaining the loyal, dedicated, and motivated work teams on which your success ultimately depends.

The reason people who can connect have such a stronger ability to win others over lies in one word: respect. When someone affords us their undivided time and attention, we feel respected, appreciated, and significant. Most of the winners profiled in this book are more than just believers in the essential nature of respect—they’re practitioners. “You can’t ever gain respect until you show respect,” declares Richard DeVos, the visionary cofounder of Amway and one of the great entrepreneurs of the twentieth century. With his wife and partner of fifty years nodding in agreement, he emphasized, “Your first act of communication is to show respect to whomever you’re talking to. Whatever their philosophy, whatever their flavor, whatever their color, you’ve got to show that you respect them as a person. When people don’t respect you, they don’t let you in. They don’t tell you their secrets. And they don’t give you the information you need to give them what they want.”


ARE YOU PEOPLE-CENTERED?

Ask yourself the following five questions. If the answer to four of the five is yes, you exhibit the essential attributes of a people-centered person.

1. Do you look others right in the eyes? People-centered people are very attentive not just to what you say but how you say it, and they are looking for the emotion behind your language.

2. Do you repeatedly ask “why”? Naturally inquisitive, people-centered individuals want to know how others think, and they deconstruct idle conversation the way scientists deconstruct a molecule.

3. Do you analyze what you can gain from each interaction? While the first two attributes suggest a person who is focused on others, the reality is often exactly the opposite. They are constantly looking for personal meaning and benefit from interactions with others. It’s not that they’re selfish. It does mean that they are always focused on achieving their goals by learning from others. By listening to—and caring about—someone else’s needs, you can then identify the opportunity to make your service align with that need.

4. Do you actively look to improve products, results, or situations? Most people-centered people are also problem-solvers. They are always looking for things they need to fix and then fixing them. They seek opportunity—or create it.

5. Do you apply your experiences? Whether it is people, products, services, or experiences, people-centered people have an ability to take what they learn from one situation and apply it to other areas of their life. Everything you’ve done, experienced, and learned up to this moment is your working capital for winning. Put it to work in every situation, however you can.



It’s hard to identify a company today that depends more on effective messaging than Amway. When DeVos talks communication theory, the thirteen thousand Amway employees and multiple millions more independent business owners (IBOs) listen intently. After five decades of success, Amway is consistently in the top fifty privately owned companies as ranked by Forbes, and Deloitte identifies them as one of the largest and most successful retailers in the world. Based on those numbers alone, DeVos may be the best salesman of his generation. He certainly created one of the great direct-marketing empires, with global sales of $8.4 billion in 2009.

Steve Wynn is another example of someone who simply “gets” people—and for him it started at an early age. “My dad told me, and he truly lived by this, ‘Steve, these people make our life possible. When you look at them, think of that and be grateful. You should love them.’ He heard somebody make a disparaging remark about a heavyset bingo customer, and my father fired the guy. He said to me: ‘If you ever look down your nose at a customer, you shouldn’t be here.’ ”

Wynn knows a lot about hotel design, but he knows even more about people and how to create the perfect resort environment to make visitors feel so at ease that even the most intense people open up and enjoy it. The very tone of his melodic voice is so mesmerizing (my female focus group participants have told me this; I’m just reporting the research—and since women make two-thirds of the vacation decisions, it’s their opinions that matter) that you don’t mind being put on hold because you get to listen to Wynn himself give you your own private tour of the resort.*

The lesson of Steve Wynn is to understand and embrace the person you have to be to match the business you’ve chosen. If you’re selling GM cars today, you need to have a humble, authentic, “let’s get to work” approach. If you’re selling Toyota, it’s closer to “I’m sorry” and “here’s what I plan to do to regain your trust.” The American consumer expects no less. But if you’re selling the experience of luxuriating at the most opulent casino in Vegas, people expect Mr. Wynn’s grasp of showmanship. And if you don’t have it, you won’t be a winner.

Much like Bill Clinton, former president George W. Bush had the remarkable ability to connect with the “average American,” either one-on-one or in small group meetings. Whether this was because of, or in spite of, the creative liberties he took with the English language is a question for another book. Even so, those who talked to him came away saying he was one of the most affable and charming men you could ever hope to meet—nothing like the man who was hopelessly straitjacketed by podiums, teleprompters, and TV. In fact, even the Al Gore presidential campaign team had to admit that Bush had a way with people. After one of the presidential debates, Gore’s spokesman Todd Webster conceded, “Look, [Bush] is an endlessly charming man. He’s engaging and witty . . . but that doesn’t mean that he should be president of the United States.”5 Unlike Gore, whose wooden movements and stagnant speech were boring at best, Bush knew how to connect with people. It was that very charm and human connection that helped him win reelection, a feat neither his father nor Jimmy Carter was able to accomplish.

Whether you like George W. Bush or not, being elected president of the United States twice, by definition, makes you a winner. Personally, I’ve always thought the main reason John Kerry lost the 2004 election wasn’t necessarily that George W. Bush was so much stronger a candidate, but because John Kerry stayed so distant from average people that a majority of Americans simply couldn’t identify with him.* To most Americans, he was (and still is) a very liberal, Northeast, blue-blood politician.* In point of fact, writing for Salon.com (not exactly a bastion of conservatism) in 2003, columnist Ben Fritz observed:

Like [Al] Gore, the Massachusetts Democrat has been characterized, with some justice, as being aloof and cold. On Saturday, when asked about his haughty image during the first debate among the Democratic candidates, he tried to laugh it off (in much the same way Gore unsuccessfully joked about being stiff in 2000) by suggesting he “ought to just disappear and contemplate that by myself.”6

Great joke, but it’s why he wasn’t people-centered—and why he wasn’t a winner. When Bill Clinton delivered a disastrous hour-long keynote speech at the Democratic National Convention in 1988 that was interrupted with applause only when he said the words in conclusion, he immediately understood what he had done wrong and sat himself on the couch next to Johnny Carson the following week to make amends publicly and to laugh it off with several self-deprecating observations. Carson ridiculed him in a three-minute introduction, but Clinton’s good humor endeared him to the millions watching and it began to restore his credibility and his people-centered image.

Barack Obama may have been just as liberal as John Kerry (if not more so), but he knew how to subvert that image to appear and sound more mainstream in 2008.* He could speak to the American people in a language they understood and wanted to hear. Obama, like Bush, could connect. John Kerry could not.

I’ve witnessed Obama’s people-centered approach firsthand when I was invited to meet him in his Senate office in 2006. It was described on his calendar as a “meet-and-greet,” but I could tell right away that it was something more. He met me outside his personal office—a rarity among senators, who generally prefer their guests to see them working behind their desks. He was jacketless and surprisingly casual, again a rarity considering this was only the second time we had met. (Maybe in true people-centered style, he was trying to put me at ease from the outset.) But what immediately grabbed my attention was when he led me not to the sofa where guests always sit when talking to a senator but to his chair, as he went for the sofa. Having done hundreds of such meetings, and being stunned by this, I asked him why he had made this seating decision. His response? “If I knew you a little better, I wouldn’t be sitting on this couch. I’d be lying on this couch.” From that moment, he began to quiz me about my beliefs, convictions, and electoral theories, and with every response, he offered a short story or anecdote meant to connect his life with my comments. He didn’t just want to learn about me. He wanted to connect with me. That defines a people-centered approach, and it defines a winner.

Now that I’ve offended most of you by saying nice things about three controversial presidents within three pages, let me offer this notion that undoubtedly rings true: in every presidential election in the television age, the winning candidate has been the person with whom most Americans would rather have a beer and a burger at a barbecue. There’s something uniquely American about relaxed, homespun authenticity. We admire it, we relate to it, and it puts us at ease.

So ask yourself, are you capturing that natural affinity with the way you communicate?

Many of the examples are obvious, like Dubya defeating a windsurfing John Kerry and a very cool Clinton beating a very dull Dole. Others are not so clear (George H. W. Bush over Michael Dukakis in the dull and duller election) or reflect a change in prevailing perceptions over time (Jimmy Carter, the Southern peanut farmer, was more credible than Jimmy Carter, the flailing president that followed). Think about it: who would you rather hang with—the relaxed, almost jovial Barack Obama, or your cranky uncle John McCain? You may not be an Obama fan today, but millions people went out of their way to hear and see him during the 2008 campaign.

Through our televisions and our home computers, Americans have to live with our presidents in our living rooms and bedrooms for four to eight years. It’s no surprise that we tend to choose the person we relate to—or at least tolerate—the most.

A CORPORATE CASE STUDY

Why is it so hard for companies to give great customer service? They don’t think like the customer, they don’t put themselves in the shoes of the customer. They’re thinking more about their own organization, processes, and rule book the way it’s always been done. Most companies want to make life easier for themselves as opposed to the customer.7

—ROBERT SPECTOR, AUTHOR, THE NORDSTROM WAY TO CUSTOMER SERVICE EXCELLENCE

Most companies teach and preach the importance of customer service, yet too often their standards and procedures undermine these efforts even before the first customer walks through the door. If you’ve ever called any major retail store, airline, or cable company for assistance, you know exactly what I’m talking about. Sure, fewer employees means less overhead and more profitability—in the short run—but the problem with automation and now e-mail is that it is devoid of human contact. As for the workforce, particularly in retail, too often they seem more concerned about punching out than tuning in.

To quote Don Corleone and Aga Khan, “fish rots from the head.” The people who fail to effectively motivate their employees are often the same people who fail to communicate effectively to their customers. So if you want to be a winner, know what customers most want from you and what you have to communicate to your people—in order of importance.

Here’s your answer. In a 2010 national survey of consumers, notice that respected and valued actually finish ahead of well-serviced. That’s as good a sign as any that the process of customer service is less important than the result. Or as Academy Award winner Warren Beatty once said, “People will quickly forget what you said, but they’ll always remember how you made them feel.”

In the midst of a world filled with ambivalent salespeople, there is one company that has been a winner for three decades because it takes a people-centered approach to everything it does: Nordstrom. The word no never entered into their vocabulary. While some of the following are no longer commonplace, the Nordstroms of the 1980s and ’90s were known to:

How do you want the companies you do business with to make you feel?

[image: img]

• Pay shoppers’ parking tickets

• Accept returns without receipt or question

• Rush deliveries to offices

• Lend cash to strapped customers

• Send tailors to customers’ homes8

Walk into a Nordstrom today and you’ll likely encounter salespeople who have worked there more than a decade—some much longer. In an industry that turns over staff every two or three years, Nordstrom has among the most loyal employees, which contributes to an unusually loyal customer base. They really do live by the eight management principles that are taught to every store manager and reinforced again and again:

1. Provide your customer with choices.

2. Create an inviting place for your customer.

3. Hire nice, motivated people.

4. Sell the relationship.

5. Empower employees to take ownership.

6. Dump the rules.

7. Encourage internal competition.

8. Commit 100% to customer service.9

Salespeople at Nordstrom are paid a healthy commission and are judged on their performance, not on their ability to pass the time. This approach ensures that customer service is the expectation, not the exception. Another distinguishing factor is the employee hiring criteria. Nordstrom seeks employees who fit a description: candidates who are already personable, not ones the company has to try to mold into nice people. When company chairman Bruce Nordstrom was asked who trains his people, his response was “their parents.”10 And current CEO Blake Nordstrom, Bruce’s son, attributes their renewed success to his policy of listening to and supporting his sales force rather than ordering them to perform. “We believe in an inverted pyramid where management is on the bottom and salespeople and customers are on the top.”11 It should come as no surprise that The Nordstrom Way to Customer Service Excellence, which divulged the secrets behind their legendary customer service, became a best seller. This book is required reading for each of Nordstrom’s employees prior to their first day on the job.

STORYTELLING

People-centered winners expertly employ imagery, metaphors, and stories. They make you step out of your perceptions, if only for a moment, to explore their vision on their terms. They ask us to “close our eyes,” to “imagine,” and to “think about what it would be like.” In essence, they’re linguistic tour guides who take you on a journey to their destination—while convincing you that it’s a place you want to go.

Without fail, they’ll start any presentation or sales pitch with a narrative that both interests and engages their audience—because they know the most efficient inspiration derives not only from teaching, but from interacting. It may be obscure—maybe about a business trip or a conversation they had with someone they met in an elevator or at a restaurant. Regardless, the story’s impact will be immeasurable because it will set the tone and frame the rest of the discussion. And the story, if told well, will make the lesson memorable by creating a human connection with everyone in the audience and serving as a reference for understanding the larger challenge they’re all asked to overcome. Through imagery and a well-told story, a winner can turn a room of skeptics into a room of soldiers, ready to suit up and fight for victory.

Stories are how we understand and interpret the world. They give us place, meaning, and a reference point for figuring out how life is supposed to work.

Hollywood is full of the men and women who’ve dedicated their lives to telling and presenting great stories. I had the chance to talk to one of those storytellers not long ago. “I’m an actor. My job is to scrutinize human behavior, and I think I scrutinize it better than most,” Richard Dreyfuss boasted, with a cat-that-swallowed-the-canary grin, sitting by the pool at the Beverly Hilton Hotel, home to many a sparkling Hollywood event. I include him because he is a people-centered actor, and he has a passion and commitment to perfection for his craft that is unrivaled:

I always knew I was going to be a movie star. What I didn’t realize is that I wanted to be a movie star of the thirties and forties. And that you can’t do today. The censorship that existed then forced the films to be better. In the thirties and forties, the story came first, then character and then dialogue. So that you can watch the tackiest MGM Clark Gable, Lana Turner Western and hear more brilliant dialogue than anything being written now.

I grew up knowing every single film that every American studio made. When I was a kid, I would wake up at three o’clock in the morning and I would study Spencer Tracy, and I would study Charles Laughton, and I would study Irene Dunne. I can enter a room exactly the way Tracy did. [At this moment, Dreyfuss leaps out of his chair, waddles back about twenty feet, and walks toward me with a deliberate gait.] Tracy entered the room differently than anyone else in the movie business. He always hit his mark. [Dreyfuss comes to a halt a few feet from me, pointing at an imaginary mark on the ground, noticing and ignoring the fact that a couple of dozen people are watching him imitate Tracy’s walk. To Dreyfuss, the story takes precedence.]

The story always came first. After seeing Avatar, I’m not so sure the same can be said today. And that might explain why Hollywood has lost some of its cachet over the years. The people Dreyfuss mentioned, and even Dreyfuss himself, were legends in film because they came to work every day intent on telling the best story possible. Sadly, Americans have now become accustomed to the big studios putting out films that look and sound good, but whose stories are often mediocre, or worse. The experience of going to the movies and getting lost in a great story is starting to fade away.

And if you don’t think visuals matter, consider what Bob Lutz—a living legend in the automotive industry and former vice president of BMW, vice president of Ford, president of Chrysler, and vice chairman of General Motors (the man’s held more jobs than a utility infielder for the New York Yankees)—had to say when I asked him about how someone’s appearance can affect their message. “I think the initial barrier to the absorption of information can either be drawn down or raised by the person’s appearance. The message itself will lose much of its power and meaning if the source looks unattractive or unreliable.” Having designed the look of more vehicles than anyone alive today, he ought to know. How you look matters as much as what you’re actually saying, so remember that next time you’re having an in-depth conversation with someone you’re trying to impress and you are wearing a wrinkled shirt with a tomato sauce stain from lunch on it.

LISTENING AND LEARNING

I’ve mentioned that people-centered winners understand the fundamental dynamics of human nature. This is a critical factor in their success. People-centered winners respect our beliefs (even if they don’t agree with them), recognize the assumptions we make (even if they know we’re wrong), and realize how our past experiences influence the actions we take today (even if they can’t truly relate to those experiences). But people-centered winners also know how to get inside our minds to figure out what we really want in life. Part of this power stems from their insatiable curiosity. Winners, like Rupert Murdoch, understand that success depends on accurately knowing what the public thinks and what the public wants—and they are always on the prowl for the next tidbit of business intelligence. “I have to be sensitive to what the public is doing and what they want,” Murdoch told me in our interview. “I worry about a lot of things. I am curious about what everybody else thinks and curious about the world. I think that’s what keeps me going, constant curiosity.”

Winners want to know what other people are doing, saying, and thinking. They read incessantly. They consume outside their comfort zone. I might get in trouble with Rupert, Roger Ailes, and my friends at Fox News for putting this in print, but if you’re watching only one cable news station and rejecting every other perspective, you’re limiting your potential to win. Winners are in the know, in the loop, and online—and they see the entire picture. But more than simply devouring everything around them, they’re always thinking about life in strategic, unique ways.

The next time you’re in your local grocery store or Walmart, pay close attention to everything going on around you. Look at the people around you. Carefully eavesdrop on some conversations. Engage a stranger in small talk about a tube of toothpaste or a new type of cold medicine. It may sound silly, but these are the types of experiences and conversations winners have. Where most of us might see a trip to the mall as a hassle, winners relish the chance to observe people—average, everyday, “real” people—going about their daily lives. As a researcher, I’ve learned as much about people while waiting to board a plane in a crowded airport as I have in focus groups.* In fact, I often learn much more than I’d like to know.


LUNTZ LESSONS

THE VISUAL COMPONENT OF READING PEOPLE

I’ve been studying language for two decades, but I have to admit that it is often what people don’t say that matters most. While this book is meant to explain the attributes, characteristics, and words of the most successful people in society, allow me to offer insight into where people often get it wrong:

1. Looking up and/or away.

Making constant eye contact is difficult for all but the most confident people. It’s often easier to look down rather than stare straight ahead, so don’t think worse of someone if they occasionally drop their glance. (Women are more comfortable with direct eye contact than men, and men are more comfortable maintaining direct eye contact with a woman than with another man.) But people who look above you or around you either have something to hide or are thinking about something else—or are looking for an excuse to get out of the conversation.

2. Folding your arms.

No matter how comfortable it may be, this is a bad visual message to send. CEOs do this quite often, and it communicates a combination of “I don’t care” and “How dare you say that”—which is lethal in any situation. In Tiger Woods’s second news conference at the 2010 Masters following revelations of his extramarital affairs, he spoke for a full half hour with his arms protectively folded in front of his body. His words may have communicated repentance, but his body was telling a different story.

3. Checking your watch and/or phone, or texting/e-mailing.*

It’s rude. It’s disrespectful. And it is the quickest way to break any bond you might have formed with another person. Most successful people have learned not to do this when others are talking. If you have to answer your phone, explain why (for example, I’m expecting an urgent call from my child). If you explain before you look down, you will be forgiven.

4. Head nodding.

This is a double-edged sword. It communicates agreement, approval, and that you’re paying attention. But if done too often, it becomes distracting and undermines the give-and-take of a successful conversation. Avoid nodding unless you genuinely agree and need to express it before given the opportunity to speak.



THE POWER OF QUESTIONS: ASK AND YE SHALL RECEIVE

There’s no better way to learn what drives people and makes them tick than by asking them. I asked Mort Zuckerman, the founder and CEO of Boston Properties and owner of the New York Daily News and U.S. News & World Report, how he was able to close some of the biggest real estate and media deals in his lifetime. His answer? “You just have to listen. You have to get a sense of what is in the interest of the other people as they see it. And you have to ask questions.” What’s important to remember is that listening is about them, not about you. It’s how you get inside and get people to show you what you want to see, not just what they want you to see.

Since 1989, I’ve spoken to more than a million people in focus groups, interviews, and surveys. I’ve probed them about every topic you can imagine. From underwear and eating habits to financial decisions and movie preferences, I’ve seen it all and heard it all. I’m certainly not a people person, but I am a people-centered person, and I live for the opportunity to peel away the layers of defense mechanisms people often hide behind. I titled my last book What Americans Really Want . . . Really, not because I was born with some deep and hidden knowledge about human nature and the American psyche, but because I have spent years doing two things over and over again: asking and listening.

If there’s one thing I’ve learned in my years researching people and what they want, it’s that more often than not, you just have to ask the right people the right questions at the right time. Regardless of gender, geography, age, income, race, religion, education, or any other factor you can think of, most people want to talk. They like to talk. They want to tell you what they think and what they want. And they want you to listen.

But for many companies, asking and listening are harder than they should be. Many CEOs and corporate executives look down on the idea of “focus grouping” because they think they know what people want better than the people themselves.

I often hear executives and company people claim they know their product better than any customer could. Or politicians say that voters don’t really understand the complex policy issues that force them to vote a certain way. Both come to the same wrong conclusion for the same wrong reason: If I know my product better than my consumer, why bother listening to them? That question is not only simplistic, it’s arrogant. The correct answer is simple: you don’t know how your product intersects with the real life of a real person unless you ask them.

And asking is not enough. You must listen, understand, and take on their perspective. That means eschewing every preconceived notion you possess and putting yourself firmly in your customers’ position. It sounds easy, but almost no one can do it. Even in my profession, too many of my colleagues either tell the client what they want to hear, or tell them what they themselves already thought, regardless of what the research says.

The same questions that you should ask customers apply to employees as well. While many assume that a people-centered enterprise is primarily focused on customers, FedEx CEO Fred Smith has spent four decades ensuring that his company is equally or even more attentive to its employees. In fact, when I asked Smith to talk about the language of customer satisfaction, a FexEx specialty, he focused on employee satisfaction instead:

FedEx is firmly anchored to a set of beliefs about people that have guided us, just like the North Star had guided mariners. That foundation is built on a set of fundamental questions that people ask in every setting that we try to answer. These aren’t our questions. These are questions that all of the great sociologists and psychologists have developed over the years:

When you hire someone, they want to know, “What do you expect from me?”

When they get into the organization, they want to know, “What do I need to do to get ahead?”

They want to know, “What’s in this for me?”

They want to know, “How do I get justice if I run into a difficult situation inside the organization?”

And the last thing they want to know is, “Is what I am doing important?”

We constantly try to focus on those questions and answer them for people so that they can perform at a very high level. We do this because it is the right thing to do. But we also do it because in a high-performance service business, it is something that you have to do if you want to perform to customer expectations consistently. It’s so baked into our corporate DNA today that it really is almost on automatic pilot.

In this deeply cynical, hostile, anti-CEO environment, the people who work at FedEx still call Fred Smith Mr. Smith out of respect and reverence—because they see him as their advocate. He is their biggest fan, and they are his.

Simplistic questions stifle development, but insightful questions spur even deeper insight. Tony Robbins is one of the smartest and most successful speakers, authors, and business consultants in the world. He serves as the chairman or vice chairman of seven companies, which combined bring in almost half a billion dollars in revenue every year.12 Tony Robbins is a winner, so listen to his advice. “Quality questions create a quality life,” he says. “Successful people ask better questions, and as a result, they get better answers.”13


LUNTZ LESSONS

THE 9 ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS YOU NEED TO ASK YOURSELF

1. Am I asking the right questions?

2. Am I truly listening to the answers?

3. Am I acting on what I learn?

4. What more can I do to really understand those I wish to influence?

5. What more can I do to ensure that others understand me?

6. How can I get my people to be more engaged in what I’m doing?

7. How can I make my people feel more invested in our mutual success?

8. Is this truly a journey/mission/task worth undertaking?

9. When (not if) we succeed, will it really be worth it?



THE “TRUTH”

Winners talk to people in order to dig deeper and find the most relevant, transcending, permeating truth. Being honest is certainly smarter than lying, but the Truth matters most. True believers know what I’m talking about. I learned this from one of my most talented staffers ever, Lowell Baker, who also helped me with this book. He taught me that the Truth was the single highest value in a person’s belief system—and if you could connect to people on that level, you had it made. In a world of claims, assertions, declarations, and affirmations, there is only one Truth. Find it, articulate it, and never, ever take it for granted.

In order to uncover the Truth, you’ll have to work hard to find the fundamental dynamics involved in any given scenario. What’s the motivation behind what people are or aren’t doing? What keeps them awake at night? What are their true hopes, dreams, and fears? If you’re not asking the right questions, there’s little chance you’ll ever be able to fully understand what’s driving their decisions. The constant questioning that leads to uncovering the Truth is your key to understanding the human condition—and that is how you will maximize your personal and professional success.

It’s too easy to let bad language distract from the search for the Truth. British television’s Sir David Frost made this point perfectly when I had the chance to speak to him in London about what it means to conduct a good interview:

One of the most important lessons is to avoid the language that pointlessly provokes people. If it is a genuine confrontation, and you genuinely disagree with somebody, then you have a genuine confrontation. But it’s pointless to have pointless confrontations. No point in heckling people if you don’t have the smoking pistol there underneath to deal with it.

Needless confrontation inevitably leads to needless consternation. Often the smartest tactic is not trying to look like you’re the smartest person in the room, which means keeping quiet when it makes sense and throwing a softball every now and then to keep things cool and cordial. Winners don’t have to win every encounter—just the important ones.


ASSIGNMENT: QUESTIONS, PLEASE

Each day this week, have one conversation in which you do almost nothing but ask questions. In fact, your response to every comment must be delivered in the form of a question. Keep them simple: no questions longer than ten seconds allowed. This isn’t a rapid-fire inquisition; plan the first question, but make sure you listen to the answers. Each question should flow from the answer to the last question—until you have uncovered the Truth in your subject. Note: if you are a psychiatrist or psychologist, you are exempt from this assignment.



I want to end this section on questioning with another great story David Frost told me. We were talking about Bill Clinton, and I’d asked him about the interview they had together a few years ago. I wanted to understand how he crafts questions that cause his subjects to pause, reflect, and say something they’ve never said before. I’ll let him tell the rest:

The best questions that you can ask can often be the softly, softly, catchy monkey sort of words or phrases that sort of creep up on people. Bill Clinton was talking after his book came out, and after about fifty interviews, he came to London to do some press. He’d been asked the obvious questions about Monica Lewinsky a lot of times, and I didn’t want to ask the questions that Bill had heard so many times before.

So I asked him a question about Monica Lewinsky, a very straightforward question. He answered it, and then I said, “Did you love her?” And that was a really crucial question. After all these fifty or so interviews, he hadn’t been asked that, and it’s just a simple, casual question. But often, those simple, casual, undisguised, straightforward questions can produce a wonderful answer. “First of all,” he said, “I don’t think it was that sort of a relationship for either of us.” And then there was a long pause. It was a very telling sort of pause because it was a genuine exchange.

Good questions, like good art, don’t have to be complex. They’re powerful and effective precisely because they are simple, straightforward, and slice through needless confusion and obfuscation like a hot knife through butter. But they’re not confrontational. Subversive? Yes. But their intent isn’t to cause friction—it’s to get a real response. Remember this the next time you want to ask a “gotcha” question. You’re often much better off keeping the exchange calm, casual, and friendly.

SOMETHING IS ALWAYS MISSING

One of the most powerful benefits of people-centeredness is figuring out what’s missing in people’s lives—the void—and then coming up with a way to fill that void. An essential component of this search for the void is determining whether the solution is a “product” or a “platform.” In technology, for example, products are something you use for a specific purpose, such as a Samsung 3D HD big-screen TV, while platforms are things you use for multiple purposes, such as Microsoft Windows. The Internet has made the difference between products and platforms more confusing, but platforms are fundamentally more valuable and more intriguing for those at the very top because they often involve the engagement of a broader community.

Right now, the leading platform is the App Store. Sure, Apple sells a phone, but it’s not really a phone per se—in fact, for many iPhone users, making and receiving calls is an afterthought. The iPhone is a platform to deliver communications technology and content applications technology that pushes the boundaries of imagination and creativity on a daily basis. And while the App Store sells individual “products,” Apple’s 2007 decision to open up its platform to the world has seamlessly linked creators and users and made the iPhone (and more recently the iPad) much more powerful. For example, fully 98 percent of iPhone owners are using various data services and 88 percent are using the Internet. A mere phone it certainly is not.

We often look at winners who’ve come up with new gadgets and platforms—the Bill Gateses, Steve Jobses, and Michael Dells of the world—and think to ourselves . . . Why didn’t I come up with that? The “why didn’t I think of that” complex is compounded with the astounding number of ridiculously commonsense, yet life-transforming, apps that are streaming into the market every day. Whether it’s the app that solves a complex issue like paying all your bills with one touch, or simply entertains your kids (and keeps them from screaming) in the backseat, these apps take hard things and make them easy. Consider the rubber duck that squeaks when you tap it. One digitized duck equals countless toddlers entertained for hours. Brilliant. Any parent reading this realizes that a profound need was perfectly met with one simple app.*

In 1982, under the helm of Fred Smith, FedEx decided to shift its strategy to overnight shipping. To communicate its new service and value, FedEx launched an ad campaign featuring the slogan “When It Absolutely, Positively Has to Be There Overnight.” This resonated with people so quickly that FedEx became the number one company in overnight shipping almost, well, overnight. In one line, FedEx created and then fulfilled a new need. Because it was thought to be basically impossible, no one even thought to wonder if they needed overnight shipping. Today, try to imagine your business without it. FedEx was able to make a “guarantee” to its customers that differentiated the company from its competition—and continues to do so to this day.

Another CEO who knows what it means to be people-centered is Southwest Airlines’ Gary Kelly. While other airlines have struggled to stay above water and out of bankruptcy, Southwest has been the only domestic airline to achieve an investment-grade rating and to return consistent profits. Kelly, a savvy businessman and communicator if ever there was one, made it his mission to ensure profits were never put above people. As Christopher Hinton wrote for MarketWatch in December 2008:

At a time when other airlines were forced to cover rising costs by charging for formerly free services such as checked baggage, beverages and blankets, the hedging program at Southwest helped CEO Gary Kelly avoid such customer-service pitfalls. While passenger patience was being tested elsewhere, Southwest maintained its low-priced, people-centered business model and kept its stock valuation well ahead of its peers, a feat that made Kelly a finalist for the 2008 MarketWatch CEO of the Year award.14

Gary Kelly helped Southwest maintain its superiority and winning stature because he focused on people and by asking the right questions. Travelers responded by telling him exactly what they wanted out of an airline experience. Then, he devised a way to deliver their desires—and do it with excellent, cheerful, upbeat service. When you fly Southwest, you can feel how they built an airline around your needs for price, simplicity, and choice. When you fly the other guys, particularly US Airways—which is my own personal Room 101 nightmare from Orwell’s 1984—you get the impression you’ve been shoehorned into a convoluted, hub-driven machine that makes sense to some actuary behind a desk, but not in your own real life. Consumers have spoken, and they love Southwest. US Air—not so much.

It’s easy to read stories about winners, their life-changing gadgets, and their bodacious amounts of wealth and fame and think to yourself, They’re just better than I am. They’re smarter. They understand their field or area of expertise more than I ever will. I’ll never become a winner.

Well, not so fast.

I’m not saying you will become a winner even if you don’t have those qualities. That’s up to you. But there’s nothing inherently special about these people that gives them some supernatural advantage over the rest of us, other than the fact that they understand and connect with everyone else better than most. They believe in hard work, and they’re willing to do whatever it takes to make their vision come to life.

Yet I firmly believe the ability to understand people’s hopes, fears, and motivations is the most valuable skill any human being can ever possess.

Winners also understand that it’s not just about them. The most successful people in this book are those who are just as focused on improving the lives of others as they are about themselves. This is particularly true in sports. Ed Snider, owner of the Philadelphia Flyers hockey team, is not someone you want to talk to if his team is losing. The fact is, he’s not that easy to talk to even when his team is winning. But never, ever interrupt him while his team is on the ice. I have watched him watch his team, and I have never seen someone so focused and determined on behalf of his players and the fans. The game means everything to him—not for himself but for everyone who cares about the outcome. Says Snider:

If you’re not in it to win, get the hell out. Winning is what it’s all about. Even though you own the team, you’re really just a custodian for the fans. They know if you’re trying. They know if you’re listening. The bottom line is if you’re honest with the fans and you give it one hundred percent, the fans appreciate it, even if you don’t win. But what fans can’t stand is when they get the feeling that they’re either being lied to, or misinformed, or if there isn’t any desire to win. I have never had that problem.

It doesn’t matter if you are pursuing success in business, politics, or just life in general. It doesn’t matter how many times you burn the midnight oil or how good you are at finance or building hotels. It doesn’t matter how unique your vision is or how passionate you are. None of these things matters if you don’t understand people. Without their support, you’ll end up settling for “good enough,” stuck in middle management for life. And if you’re reading this book, my guess is you want much more for yourself and the people you lead than to become the real-life Michael Scott, Dunder Mifflin’s Scranton branch manager in NBC’s The Office.

I asked hockey Hall of Famer and New York Rangers legend goalie Mike Richter to identify the best team captain in hockey and what made him so special. His answer was Mark Messier because “he was a people person, and in the end you’re dealing with people.” He continued, “If I know what makes you click, I’m going to connect. Maybe what makes you click isn’t the same thing as someone else, so if I beat the crap out of you to get you to respond, maybe that strategy won’t work for someone else. You have to be more nuanced, and you have to be more controlled in the way you approach people.” Even winners whose job involves bashing others into Plexiglas walls know the importance of carefully observing those around them. In plain English, winners know how to individualize, personalize, and humanize what they say and do.

In fact, I’d argue that most of the success we see is due to being people-centered rather than intelligent. From the outside, it looks like winners are brilliant because they unlocked the secrets of a great mystery. Do you think Oprah Winfrey just knew how to create a television empire because she’d been in the business so long? No. Oprah knew how to connect with women. Her audience was made up largely of stay-at-home or unemployed moms, and she connected with them by providing a sense of community that was missing in their lives. Like any good businessperson, she helped fill a void. She became a friend and confidante to her viewers—someone they could depend on to be there for them every weekday afternoon. Better than any other talk show host in history, Oprah understood the missing component in the lives of American women. Her ability to connect with this audience allowed her to topple racial and economic barriers and become one of the most successful and richest women in the world, worth an estimated $2.7 billion in 2009.15

Similarly, it’s tempting to think that Bill Gates knew computers so well he came up with Windows “just because.” Or that Barack Obama became president of the United States at the tender age of forty-seven because he was just so darn smart. Or that Jeff Bezos developed the Amazon Kindle just because he’d been keeping an eye on the moribund publishing industry. From our side of the glass, these scenarios seem to make sense. And for the pundits, writers, and critics whose job it is to help us make sense of the world, they’re the easiest stories to tell. But if you look a little deeper and analyze the things these winners have in common, you see the same thing over and over again: they know people, they talk to people, they find out what people want . . . and then they give it to them. Being people-centered lets you look like the genius who saw it coming when no one else did, when in fact you were just asking the right people the right questions at the right time.

While it’s one thing to discover an unmet need, it takes another level of skill to anticipate an unmet need. Going even further, it takes someone willing to risk it all to fulfill that need.

That’s exactly what GM is doing with its newest vehicle, the Chevrolet Volt. It’s one thing to invest heavily in an electric car when gasoline is at $4 a gallon and people are in an uproar over the pain at the pump. It’s quite another to bet the farm—the farm you don’t even own right now—on such new, expensive, and untested technology when gas prices have fallen back to more tolerable levels and your company has gone through bankruptcy and a very public, very nasty, very unpopular government bailout. But that represents the new General Motors.

For decades GM seemed content to rest on its laurels and rely on mere name recognition and ubiquity while companies like Toyota, Honda, and even Ford pulled even or surpassed them in design, quality, and sales. But the 2011 Chevy Volt—a plug-in hybrid electric vehicle with the ability to run solely on an electric charge for forty miles—represents Chevy’s attempt to, for once, get ahead of the market rather than play catch-up.16 The brass at GM are betting that, given the volatility of gas prices, the limited and problematic supplies of oil, and the growing concerns about climate change, people will continue to demand transportation alternatives that don’t rely exclusively on gasoline. Only time will tell if they will be successful, but you have to give them credit for trying to be proactive. And even if it doesn’t sell many cars, GM is certainly generating fervent buzz as it lures a new generation of car buyers into its showrooms for the first time.

GM may never turn a profit on the first version of the Volt. At $41,000 (before factory and dealer incentives), it is not selling at a people-centered price. True, the Volt is eligible for a $7,500 U.S. federal tax credit, and GM is offering an attractive $350-a-month lease package, but the real value for GM is in what it will do for the brand. It tells American consumers who are starved for innovation in American cars—and afraid of the next gas spike—we’re listening. We feel your pain. And here’s what we’re trying to do to heal it.

ADDRESSING OUR FEARS

To be human is to have both hopes and fears. No matter where we are in life, we all hope for the future and fear what it may bring. To ignore what people fear is to miss an essential component of life. If you’re ever going to break through, understand, and connect with people in a big way, it cannot just be about achieving the good life. It also has to be about avoiding the pitfalls that we face on our journey. Winning isn’t just about understanding all that is good about human nature. It’s also about seeing the changing and challenging conditions in which we live and responding accordingly.

People who disagree with my politics routinely accuse me of trying to find some sort of deep, latent fear in the American electorate and then trying to aggravate it. And if I can’t find one, the story goes, I’ll use words to conjure one up. In fact, I think it’s the exact opposite. Fear already exists. It always exists. Thanks to 9/11 and the economic collapse of 2008, people are afraid—for good reason. The world can be a scary, crazy, dangerous place, and a rational response to that is fear. Without fear, we would end up like the gazelle that blissfully imbibes from the watering hole . . . until he becomes someone else’s dinner. When communicating with the public, you absolutely must identify with people’s fears as a means of demonstrating that you understand their needs. But the end result is the solution—the protection from their fears.

You don’t get the communication payoff of “I feel your pain” without there being pain in the first place. Ultimately, successful communication is about acknowledging fear and finding a way to address or remedy it. Rather than trying to exacerbate fears in the work that I do, I try to come up with language to help my clients address and allay those fears. It’s one reason I turned away from politics and went into the business world. I like alleviating pain. Addressing it. Solving it. Helping people find solutions to their problems rather than making them worse.

Truth be told, America’s businesses are far better at creating and delivering solutions than America’s politicians are. The entrepreneurs with whom I work are taking the great and making it exceptional almost every day. With politicians, if we’re lucky, they’re making the best of a bad situation.

An example of the language used to address people’s fear is the highly positive statement “No one knows___better than you . . .”

“No one knows how to spend your money better than you.”

“No one knows what’s right for your family better than you.”

“No one knows how to educate your kids better than you.”

“No one knows how you should live your life better than you.”

This simple formulation is so powerful because it puts people in control. You become the vessel for their wishes, not the arbiter of their lives. When it comes to issues of financial systems and government and how our country is run, many, many people fear that they’re losing control of their destinies, their futures, and even their own government. A February 2010 poll conducted by CNN found that a majority of Americans thought their government had grown out of control. In fact, 56 percent of people questioned thought the federal government had “become so large and powerful that it poses an immediate threat to the rights and freedoms of ordinary citizens.”17 An “immediate threat” is strong language, and yet a majority identifies with it. And a 56 percent majority invalidates the suggestion that the only people who fear government are right-wing militias. At 56 percent, you’ve got soccer moms and metropolitan career climbers . . . old and young . . . Republican and Democrat. It’s a shocking result.

And this statistic does not stand in isolation. The Vernon K. Krieble Foundation—an organization on the front lines of promoting individual freedom and limiting government control of individuals’ lives—recently revealed that a shocking 53 percent of Americans believe they are less free than they were just five years ago, while only 12 percent believe that they are freer. When Americans are losing what makes them Americans—freedom—they get frightened. And that makes them angry.

Those perceptions should give every elected representative in Washington, D.C., an epic case of heartburn (it won’t), but it’s completely in line with what we know about people’s fears and the corresponding language needed to help soothe them. Language consultants like me need not manufacture fear. It already exists. It’s American-made, homegrown, and pervasive. To ignore it would be to disrespect the great people of this nation. Americans’ fears are real and palpable, and people deserve—and increasingly demand—the right solutions and the right language to help them see a better tomorrow and the best days that lie ahead of us. The person who discovers both, simultaneously, will be a much needed and new iteration of the American winner.

One day, when you’re feeling especially bold, ask a few people on the street what they want most out of life. I don’t mean money or things (and if they answer that way, make them answer again by asking them a follow-up question, such as “And what will that give you?” until they give you an answer that doesn’t involve material things). Ask them what they want on a very long-term, ultimate level. What do they want in terms of their whole lives? I’ll bet my convertible you’ll hear the words security, stability, and predictability at least a few times. Winners are able to address people’s sense of hope and fear at the same time, creating products, services, and solutions that allow them to feel more stable and secure in their day-to-day lives.


A PEOPLE-CENTERED LEXICON

1. I’m listening

2. I hear you

3. I get it

4. I respect you

5. My commitment

6. You’re in control

7. You decide



WORDS THAT WORK

Notice that the words below all focus on the listener, not the speaker. Sure, it’s “I’m this” and “I’m that.” But in reality, these words help you demonstrate that it’s all about them.

“I’m listening” demonstrates that you care enough about your audience to pay attention to what they have to say. If they know you’re listening, they’ll feel engaged, empowered, and appreciative. It is an active process.

“I hear you” says that you agree with, or at least understand, what your audience is thinking. It is an affirmation of a message received.

“I get it” was once considered slang, but now it is a universally accepted linguistic shortcut that affirms and confirms what you are being told. It is a personalized way to signify not just understanding, but acceptance.

“I respect you” is simply the highest compliment that you can pay a colleague or customer. It’s what we want most in our professional lives, yet we hear it rarely. “I respect you” makes the listener feel like a winner—and that makes you a winner.

“My commitment” communicates in a serious tone the intention to get it done. When you give your commitment, you put your reputation and your honor on the line. Winners don’t use words like “I promise” or “I pledge.” Those terms have no credibility anymore; we’ve experienced too many broken promises and empty pledges.

“You’re in control” is, by definition, empowering. Telling people “you’re in control” restores the freedom they feel they’ve lost. Giving control to your listener is the ultimate antidote to the pervasive feeling of helplessness.

“You decide” is the actionable aspect of control. Roger Ailes invented one of the most successful slogans of an era when he coined the phrase “We report, you decide” for the Fox News Channel. The network may be mocked by its critics, but millions of Americans have decided that Fox News is the cable news they prefer most—more than all the other news channels combined.

That’s what winning is all about.








End of sample
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