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After teaching and writing about Infl uence for many 
years, we have asked many of our clients and participants 
in our seminars how they defi ne “Infl uence”. And we have also surveyed executives and 
professionals during the constant updates of the book The Seven Secrets of Infl uence. 
Of course we have received many insightful, thoughtful and sometimes creative twists 
and angles on the defi nition.

We fi nally took it to the members of many professional Training and Consulting Groups 
on LinkedIn. Following are the results from them, which I hope you’ll fi nd interesting 
and thought-provoking.

We’ve also included our defi nition of Infl uence, and some of the myths and 
misconceptions surrounding the concept.

Defi nitions of Infl uence from LinkedIn Group Members

A few weeks ago, my question “What is Your Defi nition of Infl uence?” received a total of 
81 responses from LinkedIn groups.

The following are the comments we received in each of the three categories   

My great thanks for the 81 responses:
19: from Cross Cultural Training
31: from Learning, Education & Training
4: ASTD
3: Women 2.0
3: Women of Vistage
5: Marketing Consultants
16: other assorted groups

They seemed to fall into three major categories:
1: Infl uence defi nitions and effects
2:  Discussion of difference between positive 

infl uence and negative infl uence/manipulation
3:  The importance of listening, empathy, “reading 

the other” as an important component of 
infl uence
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1: Infl uence – 
What It Is and What Effects It Can Have

• Opening another’s mind to different possibilities and expanding their potential. 

•  We could say infl uence is anything that brings about a change in our actions or thoughts. 
Infl uence is what drives one’s senses to do what otherwise may not be possible... 

•   In a marketing sense: to affect someone else’s or a group’s thoughts, feelings, and 
behavior such that they conform to your end goal for better or worse. The act of 
infl uencing can be open and direct, or subtle and indirect or subconscious. 

•  Infl uence is the art of facilitating new personal, group, or universal meaning through 
persuasion, questioning, or perturbation.

•  Infl uence is the ability to put a complex concept into simple words. This in turn, makes 
it easy for the masses to understand. 

•  If I have infl uence, I have created between myself and another 1) a commonality, 
2) a sense of knowledge or expertise, 3) a vision or worth, 4) a change in perception, 
5) a desire to make different choices, and perhaps 6) a change in behavior based on 
those different choices.

•  Infl uence: Having an effect on the outcome. 

•  Life is infl uence. Everything we do (and don’t do) leaves an impression. Sometimes it’s a 
small one, sometimes it’s a big one — make no mistake every action has a reaction: that’s 
infl uence to me. 

•  I understand infl uence as the ability to persuade others (rather than force or coerce) 
to think and/or act in a certain way. 

•  Infl uence is the ability to cause desirable and measurable actions and outcomes. 

•  The fi rst thing that came to my mind when I read the question was, infl uence is the 
ability of a person to indirectly help or cause another person to make a decision or take 
an action. 

•  It is making people WANT to do what YOU want them to do

•   Infl uence involves the subtle persuasion of others to do, act or say what another wants 
them to do with little to no coercion. The ability to motivate others to do as you would 
based on their trust and belief in you.
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1: Infl uence – 
What It Is and What Effects It Can Have, continued

•  Infl uence is the effect that an individual or object has over another individual, group or 
object. Example: in a group of individuals you have a variety of personalities positive, 
negative, leaders, followers, thinkers, and action drivers... All of then affect the way the 
group in one way or another some more than the others but everyone of then in fact 
infl uence the group based on their abilities and personalities

•  The thought leaders, both formal and informal, in a particular group, wield infl uence. 
Those with infl uence are sought out, listened to, and create trust and intellectual inti-
macy among those they infl uence. The power of persuasion used to infl uence another’s 
thoughts or actions 

•  It can be someone’s presence, character, attitude, that can affect someone and cause a 
change in another person’s way of thinking or action. 

•  The power or presence of a product, company or person that prompts others to gravitate 
towards it/him/her. 

• Change without positional power 

•  How much impact you’ve created in the lives of others 

•  To infl uence is to make a person “see” the reasons to make a decision on the conscious 
and/or unconscious level. 

•  To make people do what you want them to do is one kind of infl uence. The infl uencer 
has a clear goal to narrow the range of options for the person being infl uenced

•  My defi nition of infl uence is any thing that has the power to change the course of 
direction in any area of thought. Infl uence is the ability to get a person to do something 
willingly because you want it done

•  Infl uence as I understand is different then traditional ways. When one person’s opinion 
overrides the mind-set of the other individual and other individual or group’s thinking 
moves in the desired direction. 

•  Infl uence for me is an ability of being able to direct the thoughts of people in the 
direction you want them to think. And secondly Infl uence is the ability of being able to 
get people to do what you want them to without coercion and use of authority

•  Infl uence is what you are doing now. You have infl uenced so many people to answer 
your question, made us make a move, take an action, think about the subject.

•  Causing cognitive and behavioral change from others that supports or reinforces 
your interests. 
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1: Infl uence – 
What It Is and What Effects It Can Have, continued

•  Infl uence is wide and limitless. There are many levels of infl uence. We don’t notice most 
forms of infl uence. 

•  Scott Berkun gave a good defi nition and explanation in “Making Things Happen”. He 
wrote: Infl uence is...”the ability to persuade others, which may not be related to their 
knowledge of the issue in question. A combination of communication skill, confi dence, 
awareness, and talents of observation contributes to be infl uential. Infl uence may be 
fueled by respect people have for your knowledge, or because they trust you, or even 
simply because they think you’re attractive, smart, or interesting. Infl uence can also 
develop as a result of a debt: someone may owe you a favor, and infl uence on a decision 
is a way to help pay it back.

•  Infl uence is the ability to alter the thinking patterns of others.

•  The change in thinking pattern may lead to a change in actions/perceptions

•  A form of persuasion to affect cognitive and behavioral shifts, which over time may 
impact others’ attitudes, with a desired outcome that corresponds with your interests

•  One interpretation of the origin of the word is from Latin ‘infl uere’ meaning ‘to fl ow’ — 
which I fi nd a very apt analogy when thinking of the fl ow of social infl uence through a 
network 

•  Infl uence is an effect on any subject by other subject. It can be physical or meta-physical, 
tangent or non-tangent 

•  I’d say that a great defi nition of “infl uence” is the ability to generate unquestioned trust 
from others

•  Infl uence is having an effect, intentional or unintentional on those around you. Asking a 
question can infl uence how someone thinks about something. Being present as a man-
ager can infl uence what goes on with a team. 

•  To infl uence is to have impact in one way or another

•  ”affecting another’s thoughts, decisions or actions through one’s own conscious or un-
conscious behavior”

•  Infl uence is the essence of Leadership

•  invisible power
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1: Infl uence – 
What It Is and What Effects It Can Have, continued

•  Infl uence is the ability to empower and initiate change. We all have our circle of infl uence 
and the greater our ability to lead the wider the circle of infl uence

•  Wonderful contributions, infl uencing me to think differently around an upcoming 
engagement (with someone who struggles with people from other cultures). 

•  I know you cannot train someone who does want to be trained. However, I — and the 
client organization — hope to infl uence this person. It’s an unusual assignment, and I have 
been thinking about it a lot.

•  any way a person, group of people, a Nation change their point of view, behavior, target...

•  the fl ow of something into something else ... for example the infl uence of Chinese in the 
development of modern Japanese ... Chinese fl owed into Japanese. seems to fi t with “in 
... fl ow- ence” 

•  You are already infl uencing me by using such a powerful word. I could have chosen to 
read another discussion, but obviously I “wanted” to know how key words could dictate 
my behavior and choice. A defi nition would be including a positive “manipulation”… a 
subtle one of course! 
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2: Is Infl uence Positive or Negative? 
When is it Manipulation?

•  When I’m teaching the use of infl uence, I characterize it as the opposite of control. 
When we attempt to control someone, we lose infl uence. When we let go of control, 
we gain infl uence. 

•  Control is a direct strategy to get a desired outcome. Infl uence is an indirect strategy 
toward the same ends. Control leaves a residue of negative after effects because we 
don’t like to be controlled or appeared controlled in front of peers. Infl uence leaves 
lasting positive effects because we feel trusted, understood and valued by someone 
using their infl uence on us.

•  Your very presence can infl uence another without any spoken word(s). Meaning what you 
bring to the table (behavior, attitude, etc) can infl uence another. From my perspective 
infl uence is positive in nature. I often teach that the skills you use for manipulation and 
infl uence are the same. The only difference is your intent. When you are manipulating 
someone, you are trying to get your way without concern for how it impacts the other 
person. When you are infl uencing someone, you are trying to arrive a positive conclusion 
that will be benefi cial for everyone. 

•  Infl uence for me has two connotations; 1) positive, 2) slightly more passive than 
autocratic directive — which is usually more of a top-down ‘decision’ — whereas infl uence 
can be bottom-up! A defi nition statement may be: “encouragement to suggest or 
recommend a certain course of action/option or decision be taken”. Re-infl uencing 
someone to perhaps make a decision, the more passive aspect of infl uence may mean 
that the ‘encouragement’ is simply to believe in your skills/experience and pick one of 
several options available. 

•  Infl uencing has the meaning of changing something — their minds, their actions, and 
their behavior. Infl uencing is very close to manipulation if you go with the defi nition of 
getting someone to do what you want them to do. I think it is not possible to infl uence 
someone to do something that they wouldn’t do. So infl uencing is more like reminding.

•  Infl uence is the ability to affect a course of action whether intended or otherwise with 
actor feeling satisfi ed. When you infl uence someone he/she is proud of the association 
with you but when you control them, even if they do your bid, they feel the ‘victim’ and 
would do other wise at the earliest opportunity

•   It can be due to a conscious manipulation or unconscious. Depending on the culture and 
personality, the word “Infl uence” has a positive or negative connotation. 

•  Infl uence is not positive or negative but rather what you do with that infl uence. You 
can infl uence people through manipulation or by being nice to them. You can infl uence 
others by exerting your power or refraining from using it.
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3: Reading the “Other” —  
importance of Empathy and Listening 

•  We’re using infl uence when we listen and respond — after asking insightful questions. 
We’re infl uential when we use tactics to de-escalate adversarial contexts, make 
collaboration more likely or set others up to succeed. 

•  Because every interaction is so important, the fi rst aim should be empathy — 
understanding the other at an emotional, personal, cultural level. Without that, we are 
looking for organizational or hierarchical infl uence factors like obliging people to do 
things through power and authority. But in the end that sort of power can only achieve 
compliance, not real commitment.

•   Infl uence — the ability to read a room, people and/or a situation and affect a shift in 
perception. Getting someone to see a situation through a different lens and understand 
how that new lens can be a personal or professional value added

•  The post about empathy really spoke to me. I will try to remain unattached to the 
outcome, i.e. infl uencing this person. 
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Our Working Defi nition of Infl uence

Finally, here is the defi nition we use — derived from Webster’s, 
with a little embellishment of our own.

Infl uence Defi ned

The power to affect others, seen only in its effect, without exertion of force 
or formal authority.

Archaic defi nition: the supposed fl owing of an ethereal power or fl uid from the stars, 
thought to have a magical effect on the actions and character of people.

While Infl uence may seem to be magical, like all good magic it requires a lot of skill and 
practice. When done artfully, it looks effortless.

Some Myths About Infl uence

Many people believe that the ability to infl uence 
others is simply a matter of good communica-
tions skills. Not so. Communications skills are 
only one part of the equation in getting other 
people to do what you want them to do. To 
achieve enthusiastic cooperation and consistent 
high performance, successful infl uencers use a 
carefully orchestrated, strategic approach. 

Some people think that “real” managers do not 
need infl uence skills.” After all, the manager can 
demand that the staff carry out instructions.  
Wrong again. Today’s employees are less likely 
to mindlessly obey the old style, “top-down” 
kind of management.

Finally, the word “infl uence” is often maligned, 
especially in government, and thought to 
connote manipulation. Is there a difference, 
or is the use of “infl uence” just another way of 
saying “manipulation”?

A way to distinguish between the two is that 
while “manipulation”, strictly speaking, means 
“skillful handling” an interaction can be said to be 
a positive  infl uence when the infl uencer has the 
intention to provide value, ad benefi t or enhance 
the experience of the other person. It can be 
called “manipulation” if there is an intention to 
exploit or mislead the other, or to misrepresent 
the product or service. Positive infl uence has as 
its result a “win-win” outcome. Both parties in 
the transaction reach their goals and sometimes 
even exceed them.

And now, we’d like to hear from YOU. What is your defi nition of Infl uence; its pros 
and cons, and when and how have you used it? When have you experienced Infl uence 
being used on you?

Please write to us at ez4u@ezinfl uence.com or visit our website at 
www.ezinfl uence.com to learn more about our many products and services.
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