
Influence Is an 
Outcome, Not  
a Goal 
Adam Grant

Let’s start at the top. As a recognized expert in 
organizational psychology, what factors do you 
think have helped you achieve influence in your 
field and in your practice?

I’m an academic, so being a tenured professor has 
been key. I’ve also built credibility through organi-
zations I’ve worked with, books I’ve published, and 
pieces for The New York Times. That backdrop tends 
to capture a wide variety of people’s attention. As 
far as why people are drawn to my ideas, well, 
that varies.

I’d say my best ideas, the ones people really latch 
on to, share three main qualities. I think of it as 
a Venn diagram. The first circle of the diagram is 

“interestingness”—ideas that intrigue by either 
challenging conventional wisdom or reinforcing a 
prior but not fully understood belief. The second 
circle would be “evidence.” That’s what differen-
tiates me from many others in my arena: I have 
rigorous data backing up my key arguments. And 
then the third circle would be a sense of utility or 
“practical application.” My most influential ideas 
are at the center of the diagram, where all three 
qualities overlap.

When I think about the reputation that you’ve 
built, your expertise, you seem to be on every 
channel. Most university professors aren’t able 
to, or at least don’t, leverage their expertise in 
that way. In a way, you have taken university 
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“You can’t set out with the 
goal of being influential; 
it’s a bad goal. Influence 
is a means to an end.”
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“That’s how I think 
about influence: it’s one 
person’s ability to change 
another’s point of view.”

Communication style has been really important, 
too. I’ve synthesized this hyper-analytical, qua-
si-amusing, somewhat confrontational style of 
communication that I think people enjoy. People 
are willing to take their medicine when it comes 
with a little bit of sugar. Over time my early opin-
ions have been proven right, which helps. If you 
have a record of saying, “This is going to happen,” 
and then it happens, people are going to be a lot 
more interested in paying attention to you when 
you next say, “You should look at things this way.”

People aren’t influenced by me because I’m attrac-
tive or my Instagram is particularly interesting. 
Although, to be totally honest, my appearance 
may be a factor. People can be fascinated by the 
hyper-analytical, deeply academic approach that 
I take when I look like I do, with dreadlocks that 
extend to my mid-back and a full beard. There is 
an unfortunate assumption that people who look 
the way I do don’t talk or think the way I do. I have 
a friend who says, “To some people you’re this weird 
Rasta magician who talks like an economist.” Even 
if I would like to disassociate those things, the per-
ceived contrast can act as a draw.

How much of your identity as an influencer do you 
actively think about and try to develop, and how 
much is the result of natural progress?

It comes to me naturally. To the extent that I do 
think about it, it tends to be in the context of hav-
ing to make a public statement. In that case I want 
to make sure the point of view I express is pretty 
much bulletproof for debate purposes.

I don’t want to criticize someone else’s point of 
view unless I’ve carefully considered all the ways in 
which they might come back at me and thought 
through my potential responses. Some of that is 
just self-protection—I’m not trying to get caught 
out in these Twitter streets making a fool of 
myself—but I also think that being right matters 
and being deliberate matters. I want people to be 
able to trust that I’m not throwing out a statement 
offhand. I want them to expect my points of view 
to have been deeply considered.

Who’s had the biggest impact in your life along 
your path to influence?

I look to people in culture who engage politically, 
those who are highly visible and have not shied 
away from speaking truth to power. People like 
director Ava DuVernay and activist Brittany 
Packnett have guided how I shape my public voice. 

I also have tried to learn from people in the political 
realm who carry themselves with a high degree of 
integrity and honor—and oftentimes take a lot 
of shit for it. Whether it’s Brittany Packnett or 
Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, I really admire those 
folks, some of whom are younger than I am, in 
terms of how they are able to wield influence with 
the aim to make the pie bigger and create more 
access for other people.

More to my personal brand, especially on social 
media, I also really admire comics who bring a high 
degree of intelligence, along with a vernacular that 
is very much of the streets and of the people, to 
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Could you say more about that third factor you 
mentioned, repetition?

This is such an important one. Just because we 
remember something one time does not guaran-
tee that we’ll remember it forever. And your degree 
of influence, to me, would be the longevity of mem-
ories you’re putting in your audience’s brain.

We are all often guilty of a particular kind of arro-
gance: we think that meeting with somebody once 
will create a long-lasting memory. I would invite all 
of us to be humble about this. Creating a long-last-
ing memory from one experience is what science 
would call learning from a single trial, which is 
much more difficult than learning from multiple 
exposures. In life there are very few things that lend 
themselves to single-trial learning. An accident, a 
strong and shocking thing to the body, may stay 
with you, but a chart in a PowerPoint slide? Not 
unless it’s the PowerPoint of a Nobel Prize-winning 
stem cell researcher, and very few are.

There’s no magic number of times something 
must be repeated before your brain remembers 
it. Simple things might only need to be repeated 
a few times, while more complex ideas could take 
six, seven, eight, nine times or more. For instance, 
if your spouse asked you to buy barbecue on your 
way home, asking you more than once or twice 
would go beyond influencing your memory and 
right into annoyance. But contrast that against 
trying to learn a technical or business concept, like 
blockchain. The first time you hear the word, you 
have no idea what it is. And then somebody else 

mentions it, and somebody else mentions it again, 
and somebody else mentions it again. Each time it 
takes less effort for the brain to wrap itself around 
the idea.

Competition is also very helpful to prolonging 
memories in your audience’s brains. In a competi-
tion, other people are presenting similar things as 
you, so you’re not relying on single-trial learning 
anymore. Repetition is the mother of memory, and 
therefore the grandmother of influence. So when 
you have competition, don’t dismiss it. Welcome it.

So competition is a good thing for memory?

Yes. Because competition gives you the luxury 
of repetition, we can discover yet another mem-
ory variable: distinctiveness. While competition 
does the work for you in terms of moving beyond 
single-trial learning, you’re aspiring to have people 
remember you distinctively compared to others.

So in business or society or politics, from your 
perspective who is influential?

One of the classes that I teach is the science of 
storytelling for business. As I was doing a lot of 
research on what it takes for a story to be mem-
orable, I read about this guy who said that he 
remembered his second grade teacher who taught 
him that stories are not natural. Stories are your 
ability to put order into what’s otherwise chaotic 
and meaning into what’s otherwise meaningless. 
Stories don’t happen in real life. We’re told stories 
in real life. The guy was probably in his mid-fifties, 
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“Who are you influencing? 
Make it count.”

—Dianna Kokoszka

program to heart and implemented its principles 
became successful with mathematical precision.

A third piece of advice I would give to a young real 
estate agent is this: be intentional. Intentionality is 
within everyone’s reach. You can do it starting right 
now. Design the life you choose to live. Too many 
people are living a life by default, allowing others 
to write their stories for them. Stop giving the pen 
to other people. Once you start living intention-
ally and take responsibility for your own story, you 
will find yourself gaining more confidence and a 
surprising side benefit: joy. Joy comes from finding 
alignment between who you are and where you are 
going. Influence will grow in surprising ways that 
flow out of the intentionality, confidence, and joy 
that define your life.

I’m going to give you a billboard, and millions of 
people will see it every day. What do you want it 
to say about influence?

Who are you influencing? Make it count.

EDITOR’S NOTES

Like all the contributors to this book, Kokoszka makes 
what she does look easy. Her interview and many 
others remind us that true influence takes strategy, 
planning, and persistent effort over time; there are 
no shortcuts.

destroyed, only transferred or transformed. Be 
aware of your energy and how it influences others, 
positively or negatively. Since we live largely in a 
cause-and-effect world, the quality of our energy 
will determine the scope of our influence.

As I said earlier, while you do not need a title to be 
a leader and have influence, you must have inten-
tion. Princess Diana is actually a great example of 
this. She was a commoner who married royalty, and  
she turned that into an identity that helped her 
connect with people. Even though she represented 
the royal family, she made it her goal to serve  
others. In that process, she built relationships. Her 
influence kept increasing, which gave her the abil-
ity to make things happen. Diana knew who she 
wanted to be, she was of service to others, and she 
took a stand. All of these things gave her influence.

Knowing your big why, commitment to contribu-
tion and connection, and the pursuit of lifetime 
learning are some of the most significant factors 
and the best predictors of how much influence one 
can have on the lives of others. 

I’d like to switch gears and ask you for some 
advice. Let’s say I’m a young real estate agent, 
and I want to build a successful career. What 
advice would you give me? What would you tell 
me to do?

One of the first things I would say comes from 
John Maxwell. He was the one that introduced me 
to the “Rule of Five.” He asked me, “If every day 
you took an axe and swung it at the same tree, 

what would eventually happen to the tree?” “Well,” 
I said, “It would fall over.” He then asked, “What if 
you took a baseball bat and hit the tree five times 
every day? Would it fall over then?” It wouldn’t, of 
course. He then likened my goals to that tree and 
the axe. He said, “Find the five things you must do 
every day to make your goal a reality.” Attach the 
right skills or tools (the axe, not the bat) to those 
five things, and you will reach success. Those words 
got me thinking and, before long, I had developed 
my rule of five for selling.

When I committed myself to doing—and then 
actually did—these five things every work day, 
I found massive success. Every day I would lead 
generate, lead follow-up, go on appointments, 
negotiate contracts, and role-play my scripts, dia-
logs, objection handlers, and presentations.

So, my advice to a young real estate professional 
would be to do those five things every day, Monday 
through Friday. My business grew exponentially, 
and so will yours!

A second piece of advice I would give is this: 90 
percent of your success has to do with mindset. The 
things you tell yourself have the greatest impact 
on what you believe is and is not possible, and 
those will determine whether or not you will break 
through the artificial limitations you place on your-
self. I was given an opportunity by Keller Williams 
to create an entire training program around this 
reality, which I named BOLD: Business Objective, a 
Life by Design. The men and women who took the 
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You’re doing this fascinating work around 
impulses. How do you mesh the concept of 
impulses and influence? Is there a relationship 
between the two?

Most of what’s happening in the brain is happen-
ing unconsciously, and it’s influencing our behavior, 
which is why I’ve been focusing on unconscious 
processes. I’m doing a show now at the Edinburgh 
Fringe Festival, along with my husband Baba 
Brinkman, all about impulse control. We do an 
experiment every day with the audience where I 
have them make a decision, but we manipulate 
them: half the audience sees what we call an 
anchor—let’s say a certain price for a product—
and the other half of the audience sees a different 
anchor for the same product.

They have to make a decision, and they’re bla-
tantly influenced by the anchor. It’s just like some 
ads on TV. If you say, “These knives normally cost 
$19.99, but you can get them for just $7.99,” it con-
vinces people that they’re getting a good deal 
even if the knives aren’t actually worth more than 
five dollars. We can influence people with these 
framing effects.

We can also influence people with their senses. For 
example, a study found that if you put a lemon 
cleaning scent in the room where people are eating 
cookies, they are more likely to clean up after them-
selves. There are a lot of ways to influence people’s 
behaviors so they think they’re doing things out of 
their own volition, but they’re really being uncon-
sciously manipulated by stimuli in their environ-
ment. Unconscious neurological processes play a 
big role in influence.

“We’re being influenced all 
the time by everything 
in our environment.”

As we understand the brain better and you say 
things to me like, “I can know your behavior ten 
seconds before you do it by studying the brain,” 
how do you think about that power as it perme-
ates more of society?

It helps if you can accept that you are your brain. 
I see patients with brain lesions that can com-
pletely change their personalities. Our sense of 
self is really just a narrative that’s created in the 
brain that we can then disrupt and change. I 
mean, now we’re using neural implants to treat 
intractable movement disorders and psychiatric 
illnesses. But ultimately that’s going to move into 
cognitive enhancement, where we can actually 
just go in with electrodes and manipulate people’s 
emotions—and maybe someday their memory 
capacity or attention spans. But that opens up the 
possibility that people can potentially get hacked, 
right? Other people could potentially control your 
electrodes and directly manipulate your thoughts 
and behavior.

It’s also a myth that we only use 10 percent of our 
brains. We use all of it all the time, but we’re only 
consciously aware of a very little bit of what’s hap-
pening in our brains. If we could let go of our need 
to be so much in control we’d be more at peace 
with ourselves. We have to learn to say, “Yeah, my 
brain’s making decisions unconsciously. It’s being 
affected by what’s in its environment. I’m not nec-
essarily making rational decisions based on the 
intrinsic value of things. And that’s okay.” Perhaps 
our unconscious has free will and we’re just the last 
to know about it.

We’re being influenced all the time by everything in 
our environment. Certain very strong people, with 
strong personalities or ideas can easily slip in and 
have a strong influence over many people if their 
voices are loud enough, if they have enough to 
say, or if they do something that grabs a sufficient 
amount of attention. It doesn’t take that much to 
influence people.

Leonard Mlodinow opened my eyes to how much 
of what happens is on a subconscious level and 
how that’s manipulated against us by adver-
tisers. Looking five or ten years down the road, 
where do you see this trend going? Advertising is 
already so powerful.

Len’s a friend and colleague, and he even con-
sulted with me when he was writing Subliminal. 
Advertisers are getting more and more insidious. 
They are openly admitting that they’re using 
techniques that we understand about psychology 
to make products more likely to be addictive. For 
instance, with games or apps, if you introduce a 
reinforcement schedule that’s not consistent, that’s 
random, you’re more likely to become addicted 
because you never know when the next reward is 
going to come.

If there’s a question of how we gain more control 
over ourselves, I think part of it is spending time 
detaching. Be outdoors, go for a walk, find time 
away from all the stimulation. Remove yourself 
from all the incoming stimuli that’s influencing 
you, and force yourself to just detach. It’s hard for 
people to do, but nature has a really positive effect 
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Okay, so our values influence us. Money is obvi-
ously a value, time is obviously a value. What 
other values do you see?

I work with people whose motivation is based 
on their desire to create something significant; 
a moral imperative of sharing what they have 
acquired is a strong value for them. Family is also 
one, of course. We make decisions all the time 
based on that. For example, if family is at the top 
of my value spectrum, I want to work enough so 
that I can provide for my family—yet if I work too 
much, then my family doesn’t see enough of me. 
Finding the right balance is the challenge. One of 
the great discussion points that I have with clients 
is around what is most valuable to them. We need 
to determine where money fits on their value scale.

Money is the number one value more rarely than 
you may expect. People who have experienced 
scarcity in their life can view money as security, so 
their highest priority is often something that cre-
ates a monetary reward so they can get to a point 
where they feel secure. If they’re choosing between 
two jobs and one will get them to security faster 
than the other because the salary is higher, they 
may decide to select that one. But it’s not really 
about money. It’s about security.

It’s about what the money means and not about 
the money itself.

So, money is a means to a value?

Yes.

Though of course for some people it is a value. I 
sometimes say there are people in the world whose 
entire goal is to stack up their acquisitions in a 
corner and see how high they can make the pile. 
I don’t feel like those are my best clients. I prefer 
goals like supporting family, doing something good 
in society, or finding meaning in one’s life.

People may not have the vocabulary for that, but 
my goal is to help them find it because when they 
do, they will have a measure of life satisfaction 
and peace. They will be able to say, “Oh, I did this! 
I educated my children, did some good with my 
religious institution, made a real difference to my 
community.” If I can help people translate that 
value into meaning, to me that’s the highest and 
best use of my work as an advisor.

To paraphrase: We all spend a lot of time thinking 
about how to acquire money and probably a lot 
less time thinking about how to connect it to our 
values and use it well?

That’s really my mission. I remember years ago 
saying to clients, “You’re doing so well. But have 
your children seen the Grand Canyon?” They were 
so wrapped up in the acquisition of money that I 
just wanted to call it out to them. I said, “Let’s have 
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“I want to bottle the ‘aha’ leadership 
communication moments that 
can change the course of careers 
and deliver them to as many 
future leaders as I can.”

Noah Zandan is the CEO and co-founder of Quantified Communications, 
the leading firm in applying innovative analytics, technology, and AI to 
help people benchmark their personal impact and become extraordinary 
communicators.  Quantified Communications works globally with every-
one from leaders of corporations, government organizations, and TED 
speakers, to tens of thousands of future leaders including college and 
graduate students, veterans, and scientists.

Noah has delivered TED and TED-Ed talks with over 11 million views, has 
spoken on the Intelligent Future at SXSW, and and has been published in 
The Wall Street Journal, Harvard Business Review, The Economist, NPR's "All 
Tech Considered," and more.

Noah formerly specialized in quantitative analysis on Wall Street and in 
private equity. He has an economics degree from Dartmouth College and 
an MBA from Northwestern University's Kellogg School of Management. 
Noah is also the founder and executive director of the Rockway Foundation, 
a non-profit supporting innovative educational projects in Latin America.  

He lives in Austin, Texas with his amazing wife and three kids. 

The Science of 
Influence
Noah Zandan

When I was in middle school, we took a field trip 
to a big city park. It was a bright, sunny day, and 
eight of us were exploring the woods when I spied 
the pond. As someone who loves swimming, I really 
wanted to jump in, but I could tell others wanted 
to continue to explore the woods. I vividly recall 
an internal debate in my head as I struggled to 
decide whether I wanted to follow along with my 
friends, or persuade them to follow me instead. Did 
I want to influence their choice or go along with 
the crowd?

I’ve always been intensely clear about what I like, 
believe in, and want to do, but navigating whether 
to do it myself, try to bring others along, or defer 
to others is hard for me. It’s probably strange to 
think about this stuff when you’re twelve, but that 
internal debate inspired a lot of my early thinking 
about influence. I’ve remained extremely curious 

about the dynamics of influence, which I define as 
the capacity to move others to action. 

I have now been studying influence for over ten 
years. After partnering with some of the smart-
est and most self-aware leaders, researchers, 
and coaches in the world, analyzing hundreds of 
thousands of leaders with audience panels, and 
collecting over 1.5 billion datapoints, my North 
Star has remained constant: I want to bottle the 
“aha” leadership communication moments that 
can change the course of careers and deliver them 
to as many future leaders as I can. That’s why I 
founded Quantified Communications.

Using Behavioral Science to Study Influence 

Our mission at Quantified is to help millions of peo-
ple become extraordinary communicators. We use 
innovative methods of measuring actual human 
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in persuasion, memory, negotiation, and entertain-
ment, and here’s the big takeaway: Audiences are 
more likely to make decisions based on emotions 
as opposed to reason. The most influential people 
connect with their audiences on a highly emotional 
level.

We can clearly see this in the communication 
practices of renowned leaders. Using Fortune’s 
Greatest Leaders ranking, we analyzed the speech 
patterns of these powerful individuals and found 
that they were almost three times more likely to 
appeal to emotion versus logic. [Figure 1]

And why is that important? Because of a phe-
nomenon called emotional contagion. If you’ve 
ever felt like somebody’s excitement—or bad 
mood—was contagious, then you’ve experienced 

this phenomenon, which refers to the “sharing” of 
emotions among groups. When we engage with 
our audience’s emotions by letting them see ours 
clearly, they connect with our message on a deeper 
level: their brain waves begin to mirror ours and, 
as a result, our message is more likely to change 
their thoughts or behavior. (You can read more 
about the mapping of temporal receptive windows 
and two-brain communication in neuroscience 
research from Uri Hasson at Princeton University.) 
Audiences feel profoundly satisfied and compelled 
to act when they can synchronize with a speaker 
whose passion for the subject is on clear display. 

So how do the best communicators create emo-
tional engagement? 

Behavioral Tactic 1: Use emotional words to stir 
emotional responses

When we analyzed the language of the top 10 
percent of influential leaders in our database as 
compared to everyday speakers, we found that 
top leaders used 3.8 percent more emotionally 
charged words and phrases than the average 
speaker, dedicating about 4 percent of their total 
content to words that evoke emotion. But what 
does that look like, exactly? 

Positive Emotional Words

• Jaw-dropping
• Awe-inspiring
• Ravishing
• Gorgeous
• Delicious

“One of the biggest 
factors driving influence 
and credibility is a 
speaker’s ability to 
quote others.”
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