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About the Series

The world of work is changing. As companies once prioritized 
radical workplace performance and productivity improvements, 
they focused on training their employees with the purpose of get-

ting more work done faster. But companies have learned that while their 
people might be increasingly productive, they aren’t working better, par-
ticularly with each other. Lurking on the horizon is always greater automa-
tion, which will continue to shift the balance between the needs for hard 
and soft skills. Employees of the future will spend more time on activities 
that machines are less capable of, such as managing people, applying exper-
tise, and communicating with others. More than ever, soft skills are being 
recognized as a premium. 

Enter talent development. 
TD professionals play a unique role in addressing the increasing 

demand for soft skills. They work with people and on behalf of people: A 
trainer facilitating a group of learners. A team of instructional designers 
working cross-functionally to address a business need. A learning manager 
using influence to make the case for increased budget or resources. But 
how can TD professionals expect to develop future employees in these soft 
skills if they’re not developing their own?

At the Association for Talent Development (ATD), we’re dedicated 
to creating a world that works better and empowering TD profession-
als like you to develop talent in the workplace. As part of this effort, 
ATD developed the Talent Development Capability Model, a framework 
to guide the TD profession in what practitioners need to know and do 
to develop themselves, others, and their organizations. While soft skills 
appear most prominently under the Building Personal Capability domain, 
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these crucial skills cross every capability in the model, including those 
under Developing Professional Capability and Impacting Organizational 
Capability. Soft skills enable TD professionals to take their instructional 
design, training delivery and facilitation, future readiness, change man-
agement, and other TD capabilities to the next level.

Just as TD professionals need resources on how to develop talent, they 
need guidance in improving their interpersonal and intrapersonal skills—
to be more adaptable, self-aware and empathetic, creative, team-oriented 
and collaborative, and influential and persuasive. This ATD series pro-
vides such guidance. 

Organized with two parts, each book in the ATD Soft Skills Series 
tackles one soft skill that TD professionals need to foster in themselves to 
help the people and organizations they serve. Part 1 breaks down the skill 
into what it is, why it’s important, and the internal or external barriers to 
improving it. Part 2 turns the lens on the daily work of TD professionals 
and how they can practice and perfect that skill on the job. Featuring 
worksheets, self-reflection exercises, and best practices, these books will 
empower TD professionals to build career resiliency by matching their 
technical expertise with newfound soft skill abilities.

Books in the series:
 • Adaptability in Talent Development
 • Emotional Intelligence in Talent Development
 • Creativity in Talent Development
 • Teamwork in Talent Development
 • Influence in Talent Development

We’re happy to bring you the ATD Soft Skills Series and hope these 
books support you in your future learning and development.

Jack Harlow, Series Editor
Senior Developmental Editor, ATD Press
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Series Foreword

Oh, Those Misnamed Soft Skills!
For years organizations have ignored soft skills and emphasized 
technical skills, often underestimating the value of working as a 

team, communicating effectively, using problem solving skills, and manag-
ing conflict. New managers have failed because their promotions are often 
based on technical qualifications rather than the soft skills that foster rela-
tionships and encourage teamwork. Trainers as recently as a dozen years 
ago were reluctant to say that they facilitated soft skills training. Why? 

Soft Skills: The Past and Now
The reluctance to admit to delivering (or requiring) soft skills often starts 
with the unfortunate name, “soft,” which causes people to view them as 
less valuable than “hard” skills such as accounting or engineering. The 
name suggests they are easy to master or too squishy to prioritize devel-
oping. On both counts that’s wrong. They aren’t. In fact, Seth Godin calls 
them “real” skills, as in, “Real because they work, because they’re at the 
heart of what we need today” (Godin 2017).

Yet, as a society, we seem to value technical skills over interpersonal 
skills. We tend to admire the scientists who discovered the vaccine for 
COVID-19 over leaders who used their communication skills to engage 
the workforce when they were quarantined at home. We easily admit 
to not knowing how to fly an airplane but readily believe we are cre-
ative or can adapt on the fly. We think that because we’ve been listen-
ing all our lives, we are proficient at it—when we’re not. As a result, 
we put much more emphasis on developing our technical skills through 
advanced degrees and post–higher education training or certifications 
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to land that first or next job than we do on mastering our interpersonal 
and intrapersonal skills. 

Fortunately, many businesses and their leaders are now recognizing 
the value of having a workforce that has technical knowledge supported 
by soft skills. That’s good because soft skills matter more to your career 
than you may envision. Consider: as a part of the Jobs Reset Summit, the 
World Economic Forum determined that 50 percent of the workforce 
needed reskilling and upskilling. The summit also identified the top 10 
job reskilling needs for the future. Eight of the 10 required skills in the 
21st century are nontechnical; these skills include creativity, original-
ity, and initiative; leadership and social influence; and resilience, stress 
tolerance, and flexibility (Whiting 2020). LinkedIn’s 2019 Global Talent 
Trends Report showed that acquiring soft skills is the most important 
trend fueling the future of the workplace: 91 percent of the respondents 
said that soft skills matter as much or more than technical skills and 
80 percent believed they were critical to organizational success (Chan-
dler 2019). A Deloitte report (2017) suggested that “soft skill–intensive 
occupations will account for two-thirds of all jobs by 2030” and that 
employees who practice skills associated with collaboration, teamwork, 
and innovation may be worth $2,000 more per year to businesses. As 
the cost of robots decreases and AI improves, soft skills like teamwork, 
problem solving, creativity, and influence will become more important. 

Soft skills may not be as optional as one might originally imagine. 

Soft Skills: Their Importance
Soft skills are sometimes referred to as enterprise skills or employability 
skills. Despite their bad rap, they are particularly valuable because they 
are transferable between jobs, careers, departments, and even industries, 
unlike hard or technical skills, which are usually relevant only to specific 
jobs. Communication often lands at the top of the soft skill list, but the 
category encompasses other skills, such as those included in the ATD Soft 
Skills Series: emotional intelligence, adaptability, teamwork, creativity, 
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and influence. These personal attributes influence how well employees 
build trust, establish accountability, and demonstrate professional ethics. 

Soft skills are also important because almost every job requires 
employees to interact with others. Organizations require a workforce 
that has technical skills and formal qualifications for each job; how-
ever, the truth is that business is about relationships. And, organiza-
tions depend on relationships to be successful. This is where successful 
employees, productive organizations, and soft skills collide. 

Soft Skills and the Talent Development Capability Model
Talent development professionals are essential links to ensure that orga-
nizations have all the technical and soft skills that are required for suc-
cess. I sometimes get exhausted just thinking about everything we need to 
know to ensure success for our organizations, customers, leaders, learn-
ers, and ourselves. The TD profession is no cookie-cutter job. Every day 
is different; every design is different; every delivery is different; and every 
participant is different. We are lucky to have these differences because 
these broad requirements challenge us to grow and develop.

As TD professionals, we’ve always known that soft skills are criti-
cal for the workforce we’re responsible for training and developing. But 
what about yourself as a TD professional? What soft skills do you require 
to be effective and successful in your career? Have you ever thought 
about all the skills in which you need to be proficient? 

ATD’s Talent Development Capability Model helps you define what 
technical skills you need to improve, but you need to look beyond the 
short capability statements to understand the soft skills required to sup-
port each (you can find the complete model on page 29). Let’s examine a 
few examples where soft skills are required in each of the domains.

 • Building Personal Capability is dedicated to soft skills, although 
all soft skills may not be called out. It’s clear that communication, 
emotional intelligence, decision making, collaboration, cultural 
awareness, ethical behavior, and lifelong learning are soft skills. 
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Project management may be more technical, but you can’t have a 
successful project without great communication and teamwork.

 • Developing Professional Capability requires soft skills through-
out. Could instructional design, delivery, and facilitation exist 
without creativity? You can’t coach or attend to career devel-
opment without paying attention to emotional intelligence 
(EI) and influence. Even technology application and knowledge 
management require TD professionals to be adaptable, creative, 
and team players for success. 

 • Impacting Organizational Capability focuses on the soft skills 
you’ll use while working at the leadership and organizational level. 
For you to have business insight, be a partner with management, 
and develop organizational culture, you will need to build team-
work with the C-suite, practice influencing, and use your EI skills 
to communicate with them. Working on a talent strategy will 
require adaptability and influence. And you can’t have successful 
change without excellent communication, EI, and teamwork. 
Future readiness is going to require creativity and innovation. 

Simply put, soft skills are the attributes that enable TD profession-
als to interact effectively with others to achieve the 23 capabilities that 
span the spectrum of disciplines in the Capability Model. 

Soft Skills: The Key to Professionalism
So, as TD professionals we need to be proficient in almost all soft skills to 
fulfill the most basic responsibilities of the job. However, there’s something 
even more foundational to the importance of developing our soft skills: 
Only once we’ve mastered these skills can we project the professionalism 
that will garner respect from our stakeholders, our learners, and our peers. 
We must be professional, or why else are we called TD professionals? 

Professionalism is the driving force to advance our careers. To earn 
the title of TD professional we need to be high performers and exhibit 
the qualities and skills that go beyond the list of technical TD skills. We 
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need to be soft-skill proficient to deliver services with aplomb. We need 
to be team members to demonstrate we work well with others. We need 
to be EI-fluent to ensure that we are aware of, control, and express our 
emotions and handle interpersonal relationships well. We need to be 
creative to help our organization achieve a competitive advantage. We 
need to be adaptable to future-proof our organizations. And we need 
influencing skills that help us earn that proverbial seat at the table.

We all need role-specific knowledge and skills to perform our jobs, 
but those who achieve the most are also proficient in soft skills. You 
will use these skills every day of your life, in just about every interaction 
you have with others. Soft skills allow you to demonstrate flexibility, 
resourcefulness, and resilience—and as a result, enhance your profes-
sionalism and ensure career success. And a lack of them may just limit 
your career potential.

Clearly, soft skills are more critical than once thought and for TD 
professionals and trainers they are likely to be even more critical. Your 
participants and customers expect you to be on the leading edge of 
most topics that you deliver. And they also expect you to model the 
skills required for a successful career. So, which soft skills do you need 
to become a professional TD professional? Is it clearer communication? 
Interpersonal savvy? Increased flexibility? Self-management? Profes-
sional presence? Resourcefulness?

E.E. Cummings said, “It takes courage to grow up and become who 
you really are.” I hope that you have the courage to determine which 
skills you need to improve to be the best trainer you can be—and espe-
cially to identify those misnamed soft skills that aren’t soft at all. Then 
establish standards for yourself that are high enough to keep you on your 
training toes. The five books in the ATD Soft Skills Series offer you a 
great place to start. 

Elaine Biech, Author  
Skills for Career Success: Maximizing Your Potential at Work
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Introduction

Tanisha, a talent development leader, had been with her company 
for six years and had nearly a decade of industry experience. She 
had worked in talent development her entire career and was very 

passionate about her profession. She had come to know a lot of people 
across the organization from her interactions through her role, and loved 
her job because of the variety of projects and departments her work touched. 

With her knowledge of the company and industry and prior work 
experience, she thought her credentials would give her a pretty easy road, 
expecting that people would be quickly receptive to her observations, 
ideas, and recommendations. It often didn’t work out that way. She didn’t 
yet realize how much influence would play a part in her ability to be suc-
cessful. Her deficient skill at influence left her frustrated and sometimes 
feeling like she had to work harder to get things done. Influence was crit-
ical in moving leaders to accept her team’s talent development recom-
mendations. Influence was also critical to inspiring participants in her 
programs to adopt the ideas and strategies shared. 

Tanisha knew she had to get better at influencing. She did some 
research on how to influence and paid particular attention when observing 
other people’s styles. She discovered myriad approaches, from the coercive, 
such as intimidating, insisting, or forcing compliance, to the cooperative, 
such as collaborating or negotiating. In her day-to-day work, Tanisha 
looked for various opportunities to try different influence approaches. 
Some worked better than others, and the more coercive tactics left her 
feeling uneasy. She learned from her mistakes and successes and was deter-
mined to become a respected person of influence. But she wouldn’t stop 
there. She was committed to sharing what she learned with others.
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Tanisha discovered that treating influence as simply a tactic might 
not result in the outcomes she wanted. There was more to influence than 
meets the eye. It’s those lessons learned and Tanisha’s journey to becoming 
a respected person of influence that we are going to explore in this book. 

What has been your experience with influence? What lessons learned 
have inspired your approach?

What Have I Learned About Influence?
In my years of experience as a leader and talent development professional, 
I’ve come to realize the importance of the skill of influence. My journey 
has been a lot like Tanisha’s: observing, seeking advice from mentors, and 
learning by trial and error. In the junior years of my career, I was learning 
to influence among my peers and spent a lot of time trying to influence 
at levels senior to my position. As I advanced, I learned that influence 
doesn’t automatically come with a title. Honoring and respecting others 
and being focused on making a meaningful contribution earned the great-
est influence. 

Three roles in my career stand out as the greatest influence learning 
opportunities. Two of those roles were when I worked for General Electric. 

When I was mid-career, I stepped into a role as product manager 
for sourced cooking products. My job involved P&L responsibility for 
many of the niche products within the cooking portfolio. In addition to 
using our own manufacturing facilities, we partnered with other manu-
facturers around the world to produce specialty cooktops, range hoods, 
and compact ranges. As a product manager, I worked with a team across 
all levels and functions of the company, such as engineering, industrial 
design, manufacturing, quality, service, finance, marketing, and sales, 
none of whom reported directly to me. I worked with manufacturers in 
Asia, Mexico, Canada, and Europe. I also had to compete for funding 
and other resources. With primary responsibility for all aspects of this 
product portfolio, influence became critical to developing and execut-
ing our product strategy successfully. I had to build trust and engage 
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people in a way that showed how much I valued not only their ideas and 
contributions, but also each person as a human being.

The second role I had within GE taught me even more about influ-
ence. As head of the customer experience initiative for the consumer and 
industrial division, I worked with a team across all business units and 
functions. Sometimes the feedback from customers was difficult to hear 
and there would be pushback. In some cases, improving the customer 
experience required considering investments that weren’t planned or bud-
geted. Rather than insisting or persuading that certain action be taken, 
my team did a lot of listening, facilitated many discussions and ideation 
sessions, and worked hard to build partnerships.

After my career with GE, I launched a talent development and coach-
ing practice and have had the privilege of working with clients to ensure 
they have the human capital and supporting systems to remain relevant, 
competitive, and growing. I work with leaders to develop policies and 
programs, to design and deliver training and coaching based on an assess-
ment of needs, and to grow organizational capacity for ongoing success. 
Through this work, I realized that talent development has an important 
role to play in influencing the economic viability of organizations and 
global economies. 

I have learned firsthand how influence derives from our connections 
with others. We may not speak directly to someone, or our interactions 
with others may be short. In what seems like inconsequential times, we are 
still influencing. Influence comes not simply from fulfilling the responsi-
bilities of our jobs. Talent development professionals have the opportu-
nity to influence at a deeper level. You have the potential to influence the 
behaviors of individuals in a way that can shift organizational culture.

Influencing Change
Successful change requires influencing others’ perspectives, buy-in, and 
behaviors. Through your training programs, you instruct people in how to 
be more productive, how to hone their technical skills, and how to skillfully 
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manage projects and improve their operating results. Even as more tech-
nology is introduced to make organizations run more efficiently, work 
cannot get done without the people involved in the processes. 

Organizations are recognizing that their most important assets are 
their employees, customers, and partners. The experiences they have, 
largely affected by personal interactions and relationships, significantly 
impact operating outcomes such as commitment, retention, productivity, 
service levels, and revenue. People want to feel valued, included, appreci-
ated, and purposeful. Creating an environment where that can take place 
requires skills such as emotional intelligence, trust, teamwork, adaptabil-
ity, and influence. Talent development professionals have the opportunity 
to be role models and to develop these skills in others. 

Influence ≠ Positional Power 
Especially when not in an official position of power, you may not view 
yourself as a strong influencer, and, therefore, lack the confidence that you 
can be the conduit to change. However, the influence that can be gener-
ated without positional power has the greatest potential for impact. You’re 
called upon in sometimes subtle ways every day to influence the people and 
the environment around you. The compound effect of small instances of 
influence can make the greatest impact in your workplace, your commu-
nity, and your home.

As you often find yourself in situations where you can influence 
others, be careful about how you use that influence. Influence can be used 
to exert power over others or can most effectively be used to engage others. 
Whether it’s consulting with senior leaders, developing rising leaders, or 
coaching a professional to rediscover their purpose, how you inclusively 
engage with and inspire the best in others is your greatest opportunity 
and reward. You influence the thinking, behaviors, and actions of people, 
whether intentionally or unintentionally.

The current environment of our organizations is changing rapidly. 
COVID-19 forever changed the way we work and learn. The digital 
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transformation has connected us in ways unimaginable just a few years 
before the pandemic, accelerating the speed of the transition to greater 
numbers of employees working remotely. The virtual classroom and 
online learning have become commonplace. Skills gaps for a more global 
and tech-driven economy are requiring employers to retool and upskill 
their workforce. Calls for social justice are reshaping organizational cul-
ture to be more inclusive and equitable. The role of talent development 
professionals in their ability to influence in this environment has never 
been more important and palpable. You have a front row seat, leading the 
work that allows organizations and professionals to successfully operate in 
this uncertain, ever-evolving reality.

How This Book Can Help You 
My focus on the skill of influence deepened when it began to surface 
in conversations and in my research about skill set gaps. I was working 
with a client on the design of a leadership development program. As we 
reviewed their needs assessment, influence appeared as an essential skill 
that was underdeveloped within the organization. As we were planning for 
a relaunch after COVID-19 had halted another client’s leadership develop-
ment program, feedback from participants revealed influence had become 
an elevated challenge for them in the adapted environment. Reviewing var-
ious research reports on women in the workplace illuminated influence as 
an opportunity for further development. 

My content development process included exploring my personal 
experience, observations, secondary research, and conversations with 
others about their experiences. In preparation for this book, I interviewed 
seasoned leaders who had experience with influence in the talent develop-
ment profession. From this work, I discovered a handful of principles and 
associated practices that can enhance and broaden a person’s influence. 
These are the principles I reveal to you in the pages that follow. 

As you discover and begin to adopt these principles, you will be better 
positioned to elevate your influence in your work and personal life. You’ll 
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find that you can be more effective at getting things done through others. 
You don’t have to use or be in a position of authority in order to move 
people. You have the ability within you to have influence. By implement-
ing the principles in this book, your influence can build among your peers, 
among those who lead, and among team members you lead. 

How to Use This Book
In this book, my goal is to inspire you in growing your personal influence 
and provide a framework to develop the skill of influence within your 
organizations. I want you to become that person of influence who has a 
greater positive impact on people’s lives and the organizations you work 
with and lead.

In part 1, chapters 1–3, we examine how influence is a critical skill. 
We begin in chapter 1 exploring what it means to influence, the essence 
of building a foundation of trust and personal connection in a profes-
sional environment. Chapter 2 investigates why influence matters in 
the workplace and explores the science behind how influence works and 
the approaches used. We also consider the ethics of influence. Chapter 3 
unpacks the barriers to influence. I’ll point out the three mistakes sabotag-
ing your influence, and show you what to watch out for to avoid stepping 
into these traps. 

Part 2, chapters 4–9, reveals the five Influence With SCALE Prin-
ciples and the role influence plays in talent development. In chapter 4, 
I introduce the framework of the five powerful influence principles and 
their role in becoming a person of influence. I pull back the curtain on 
the details of each of the principles in chapters 5 through 9 with specific 
actions to scale your influence for greater impact:

 • S: social capital. Dividends from the consistent investments you 
make in growing mutual, selfless relationships built on a founda-
tion of empathy, genuine concern, respect, and trust.
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 • C: courage. Facing uncertainty, you are willing to take that step 
forward, even though the road ahead is full of more questions  
than answers.

 • A: authenticity. Guided by your values and principles, you are 
more self-aware and astutely conscientious and consistent in 
your interactions with others. 

 • L: leaning in with passion. You are invested in a meaningful  
purpose that inspires you to give your best effort.

 • E: engaging a diverse and inclusive workplace community. You 
invite, welcome, and engage peoples’ uniqueness to inspire an 
inclusive workplace community.

In chapter 10, I share steps for how to personalize your action plan 
toward becoming a recognized person of influence and growing influence 
skills across your organization. In the resources section of the appendix, 
you’ll have the opportunity to rate your current practice in the influence 
principles and can access several job aids, tools, and resources to help you 
begin taking steps toward an accelerated transformation. (Resources are 
also downloadable at InfluenceWithScale.com.)

Whether you’re early in your career or a seasoned professional, your  
ability to influence will dictate your success in your role and in  
your career progression.
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CHAPTER 1

What It Means  
to Influence

Consuela, director of customer service, was facing an increasing 
workload and two vacant positions. Her team was stretched thin 
and working extra hours, leaving her no choice but to push out 

their deadlines. It was true that the company was growing, adding new 
products and serving new industries. But the expansion had introduced 
challenges with product quality, logistics, and customer education, which 
only increased the volume of work for her team. Consuela was concerned 
about their ability to get everything done while maintaining quality, but 
she was especially worried about the potential for increased stress. 

To help her team, first Consuela tried the obvious things, like shuf-
fling a couple of projects among different team members with lighter 
workloads. But it wasn’t enough. Other departments were creating these 
issues for customers, and Consuela needed to persuade their managers to 
act. Her team simply couldn’t satisfy all the customer requests they were 
receiving. While she knew her people lacked information and training, she 
hoped they could stay focused and committed, to hang in there even on 
the most chaotic days. 

At her wit’s end, Consuela knew she didn’t have the power to solve 
this problem. She decided to reach out to Tanisha, her colleague and fre-
quent confidante in the talent development department, for advice. 

Tanisha could see that, to relieve the pressure on her team quickly, 
Consuela favored short-term solutions. However, this wasn’t necessarily 
a short-term solution type of problem. Tanisha had to convince Con-
suela that this was going to take some time, especially in getting other 
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department leaders to work with her. Many would see this as Consuela’s 
staffing problem rather than an organizational problem. Consuela had to 
help them see otherwise.

How can influence play a role in resolving Consuela’s dilemma?

Influence in Practice
What is influence? Merriam Webster’s Dictionary defines it as “the act or 
power of producing an effect without apparent exertion of force or direct 
exercise of command.” When you influence, you are effectively offering 
your ideas and perspectives so that you move someone to a mutually ben-
eficial outcome in their actions, behavior, opinions, or beliefs. Though the 
intent in influencing is to move people, there is power in influence. Use 
that power carefully and responsibly. Don’t be misled into thinking that 
you, as one individual, can’t make much of a difference to others. You can. 
And, you do. The question is, what type of person of influence will you be? 

Jimmy Nelson, corporate director of organizational development and 
training with a multinational company, defines influence as “the ability 
to motivate or move somebody in a positive direction that you see as an 
advantage for them and you. You have to build that foundation of a good 
relationship where there’s trust and understanding that you’re there to 
help them and don’t want anything in return.”

Being a person of influence is more about how you live, adding 
value to those around you, rather than simply what you do to advance an 
agenda. Influence takes time. Influence is not always an active, intentional 
endeavor. Your influence is deeply affected by what people observe in 
you. Depending on your goal, intentional attempts to influence someone 
may involve a tactic, such as persuading or negotiating. A tactic is a tool, 
method, or approach that you employ in attempts to achieve a desired 
outcome. Those tactics will be more effective when people have a history 
with each other, and your intentions are deemed honorable. Therefore, 
influence as a process goes beyond the tactics used.



5What It Means to Influence 

Influence: Persistently in Demand
Have you ever felt like you’ve walked in Consuela’s or Tanisha’s shoes? Even 
on a smaller scale, the need for influence shows up daily. You are the target 
of influence throughout each day. And you are regularly attempting to 
influence others. 

Let’s consider a day in your life. As you attempt to wake up in the 
morning, your schedule for the day influences your decision to sleep in for 
just a few more minutes. If you have children, you try to convince them 
that it’s time to wake up. You turn on the radio or television to the news. 
The news reports influence your perceptions of your community and even 
the world. The advertisements come on and attempt to influence your 
buying decisions. The commercial for that fancy new sports car or the 
vehicle that better accommodates your growing family tempts you to visit 
the dealer. The commercials for a popular restaurant entice you to stop by 
to pick up breakfast on your way to work. 

You also make your routine stop at Starbucks. While waiting in line, 
a woman next to you is savoring her cup of coffee. You ask, “What are 
you having?” “A creamy caffe latte,” she says. “Delicious,” you reply. That’s 
what you order. When you get to work, a co-worker alerts you that you’re 
needed in a meeting that wasn’t originally on your calendar for the day. 
You’re briefed on the issues and decide you need to be there. You attend 
a virtual lunch meeting where the speaker presents some new ideas and 
strategies. You consider how the strategies could be useful for your team. 

Next on your calendar are information-gathering interviews to 
address a concern with an internal client. You ask the data analyst on your 
team to help gather data on another project and determine conclusions 
from the insights. You plan to join colleagues for dinner after work. After 
weighing several suggestions, one colleague highly recommends a particu-
lar restaurant given his experience. That’s where you meet. 

When you arrive home after dinner, your 10-year-old daughter is still 
at the dinner table, refusing to eat her vegetables. There are dishes in the 
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sink that need to be washed, but your teenager is deep into his homework 
and says he doesn’t have time to do them. The dog is waiting by the door 
to go for your walk. Alas, bedtime. You want to catch the end of the movie 
you were watching over the weekend. As you navigate to make the selec-
tion, a short clip of another movie grabs your attention. You watch that 
one instead. 

You don’t even think about it. You go about your day being influenced 
and have myriad opportunities to influence. All these occurrences influ-
ence your thinking, decisions, and actions—some to your liking, and some 
maybe to your regret. 

In fact, in his book, To Sell Is Human: The Surprising Truth About 
Moving Others (2012), Daniel H. Pink shared the following results from 
his survey, “What Do You Do at Work?”: “People are now spending about 
40 percent of their time at work engaged in nonsales selling—persuading, 
influencing, and convincing others in ways that don’t involve a direct 
purchase,” and they “consider this aspect of their work crucial to their 
professional success.”

Therefore, influence is a skill you want to become good at.

Our Personal Experience With Influence 
As you think back over the course of your life, recall what most influenced 
who you are today. What kind of impression did these familiar sources of 
influence have on your life?

Close to Home
These are the people who have been most influential on your development 
as you grew, such as your parents, of course, but likely others. They include 
mentors and sponsors as you’ve grown in your education and career. Your 
most favorable memories are of those who were role models, influencing 
you most notably by their character and values. 

I recall the teacher who encouraged me and some of the other girls 
in my class to take advanced math classes and accounting in high school. 
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From that experience, I was well prepared for college-level math when I 
arrived at Berea College and decided to major in business. That has led to 
a successful career in business.

Larger Than Life
Prominent figures in our history and present-day culture often have an 
influence within our lives. (Think Abraham Lincoln, Mahatma Gandhi, 
Marie Curie, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., and Nelson Mandela.) The life 
work of such individuals has led to seismic shifts in society. In many cases, 
they are cultural icons.  

Their courage reminds us of what is possible and often inspires us 
to champion or support causes that are important to us, whether on a 
national stage or within our own communities. Volunteering with non-
profit organizations is an ideal way to give back and make a broader 
impact outside of your immediate circle. 

The Invisible Made Visible
Lastly, beyond people, we are heavily influenced by culture, practices, laws, 
regulations, policies, and even our biases and stereotypes. Beliefs influence 
how each of these factors are shaped. And it’s a two-way street; these fac-
tors influence our beliefs, behaviors, and actions. As you grow up in a cul-
ture, you are taught certain beliefs and norms that you are expected to 
follow. As you join different organizations across your career, you’ll find 
that each has its own unique culture, policies, and practices that you are 
expected to align with. 

Among the core values of one of the organizations I work with is 
“have fun.” While they are focused on being a high-performing organiza-
tion, it’s also important to create a work environment employees enjoy. 
What people do at work and how they interact are heavily influenced by 
this value.

Much like the influences on you across your life, your influence can 
shift the perspectives or behaviors of others. You may not realize the 
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impact you’re having on another person. Know that others are watching 
you and take cues from your words and behavior. 

 Consider This

As you think about your life, who were the people and what were the 

experiences that most influenced who you are today?

Are You an Influencer or a Person of Influence?
With all the personal experiences you’ve had with influence, you likely have 
some firsthand perspectives on how you might answer this question. An 
influencer is often described as someone with a goal or outcome in mind who 
is good at moving others to their way of thinking or to take a certain action. 
Influencers may not always be people. Various brands attempt to get consum-
ers to buy their products and services, many using social media influencers 
to do so. This relatively new phenomenon has grown into a multibillion- 
dollar industry and continues to expand as social media becomes more 
and more entrenched in people’s lives. “As e-commerce and social media 
converge, influencers will become increasingly vital intermediaries, help-
ing to connect brands with consumers on social media in highly resonant, 
authentic ways that can deliver immediate returns,” according to Business 
Insider (2021). Social media influencers shape your behavior and buying 
decisions based on their recommendations and the lifestyles they appear to 
have by using the brands they represent. Because they often hold celebrity 
status, there is a greater tendency to trust their judgment and associate 
their expertise with the recommendation. Also, we may aspire to associate 
ourselves with products that make us appear popular or successful. 

There are times when all of us are influencers. You need to move people 
within a short timeframe. You may have a decision that needs to be made 
or an action that needs to be taken. You attempt to exercise an approach 
that will most likely accomplish your objective. For example, you might 
use data from employee feedback that supports a recommendation for a 
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new performance management process. Then, you might have individuals 
who have a closer relationship with the decision makers speak in support 
of your recommendations. Those are viable, common approaches.

Alternatively, when describing a person of influence, we see someone 
we look up to, in many cases because of personal interest. These individu-
als were often role models, someone we could learn from. They may have 
been a mentor, a manager who genuinely cared about our success, or a 
visible figure within our company who was respected and looked out for 
the best interest of all employees. Even if you don’t know the person of 
influence well personally, they have proven that they are trustworthy as 
you observe them over time. 

If you are recognized as a person of influence, that foundation of trust 
we discussed earlier may put you in a position to depend less on influence 
tactics because your opinion is highly regarded. In the example of recom-
mending a new performance management process, the decision makers 
may have had some experience in working with you in the past. You have 
consistently demonstrated that you are knowledgeable and have the best 
intentions of the organization in mind. You have a reputation that aligns 
with the organization’s values and priorities. You may need to depend less 
on others to establish your credibility. The degree to which you are effec-
tive at moving others is enhanced by investing time and energy toward 
adding value.

In his article “Being an Influencer and Being Influential Are Not the 
Same Thing” (2019), Robert K. Baggs says that “Success as either an influ-
encer or influential figure can look strikingly similar on the face of things, 
but scratch below the surface and where one hollows out, the other goes 
deeper.” The influential person wants to make a difference and will teach 
others what they know and are passionate about. If you want to have a suc-
cessful career, according to Baggs, “aim not for the coveted influencer title, 
but rather emanating influence as a direct result of your worth and value 
being recognized and appreciated by your community, be that locally or 
in a global field.”
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Summary
Who you have become is a product of the influences on you from various 
aspects in your life—from the people around you to the environment you 
grew up in and currently live and work in. Similarly, whether intentional 
or not, you have an influence on other people. A key question for you to 
consider is, are you an influencer or a person of influence? Influence goes 
beyond the tactic you may choose to move someone toward a certain belief 
or to take a desired action. Greater influence is achieved as you are regarded 
as a person of influence, earning a foundation of trust from adding value to 
those around you. Read on to understand why this distinction is so import-
ant to your success. 
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