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Five Paths To Persuasion explores one of the most fundamental skill areas for effective negotiation: “the art of selling your message.”  We all know that no matter how powerful the person we meet and how “brilliant” our presentation, our work all comes to naught if we can not persuade the decision-maker to take favorable action.

Some years ago, I worked with a major corporate sales force to improve its performance.  This group sold big ticket goods and services to top executives in major U.S. companies.  Its sales personnel were trained and trained and trained some more so all of them carried the same message and had learned the same skills. Never-the-less, quarter after quarter the same small group of individuals were the sales leaders.  Why?  It might have been luck, it might have been the account mix, it might have been many things or it might have been that they had a skill that the others did not possess. Similar results follow in almost every large group of negotiators.  Repeatedly, like the outstanding sales personnel, some negotiators succeed far more often than others.  Why?

All sales personnel were trained in identifying and working with various personality styles as well as in reading non-verbal signals, etc.  What the leaders knew was how to convince a wide variety of individuals to act.  They were skilled in the art of persuasion.  What then, did the better persuaders do or know that the others did not?

Based on extensive research and lengthy consulting experience, Robert Miller and Gary Williams provide an interesting and valuable answer in their study of the effective use of persuasion.  Their work will be of interest to all negotiators.

To reach their conclusions, the authors surveyed 1,684 executives (97% in the United States and the remainder in Canada and Australia) for this study.  Researchers will be interested to learn that twenty percent of the interviews for this study were by phone or in person, whereas the vast majority of interviews (80%) were conducted on line or by fax.  Importantly, also, the authors are quick to point out that their sample is far from global and readers need to recognize that factor and its consequent limits.

Using cluster analysis, the authors found that business executives were divided into five types of decision-making styles: Charismatics, Thinkers, Skeptics, Followers and Controllers.  The largest single group was made up of the Followers.   Importantly, Miller and Williams warn, decision styles are not the same as personality traits and should not be confused. 
Now that we know that five separate styles of decision-making exist, it becomes immediately clear that “a one size fits all” approach to persuasion is not only far from ideal, but potentially disastrous in negotiations.  Effective negotiation, then, requires the identification of the decision-styles of the participants and tailoring approaches to address them.  There are, indeed, five paths to decisions.
To further clarify what you will find here, let us look briefly at two of these decision styles and see some of the points on which they differ.  Additionally, we will briefly touch on the differences in approach that will be required to effectively address each of the groups.
The first of the groups, the Charismatics, are identified as decisive “big picture” types who want to know “the bottom lines,” including the risks, immediately.  This is a group that quickly loses interest in descriptions of details and “numbers.”
The second of the groups, the Thinkers, on the other hand, have very different interests.  They seek to understand processes and data sources as their starting points.  As a result, the thinkers welcome detailed chronological presentations which would have no interest to the charismatics.  For example, that “wonderful” slide slow showing the history of the project is out for the Charismatic, but may be just the framework for a presentation to a  Thinker.
In great detail, the authors present each of the five decision styles and then provide a plan to prepare for a meeting with a person exhibiting each decision-style.  It is valuable work.

Additionally, this is a book whose authors have recognized and commented upon its gaps as well as its discoveries.  For that rare contribution they should be recognized and applauded.

Clearly, human beings are particularly difficult creatures to decipher.  Decision styles are no different.  Do not expect, therefore, a simple process, but a valuable starting point for strengthening your skills at persuasion.
Among the factors you will find complicating the process are the following: Many decision-makers identify themselves as members of decision style groups to which they do not belong.  The authors provide you with important clues to help to identify the decision style correctly on various criteria, but you must be the detective. Additionally, many persons in this as in other aspects of human action have more than one decision style, the authors warn the reader.  Sorting the styles out and determining the person’s dominant style is not a simple task.

As useful as the work is for the negotiator, it does not provide a map, but rather a careful and rich point of beginning to improve your ability to persuade others.  You will find interesting examples of real decision-makers illustrating the various styles, for examples, Martha Stewart, Ted Turner, Bill Gates and others all make illustrative appearances in the work.  Of course, with this cast, there are some interesting tales. 
This is a book that all negotiators will find at least useful and for some practitioners will discover to be potentially career-changing at the other margin.  It includes source documentation in a Notes section and a carefully constructed Index that readers will find helpful.
Highly recommended.

John Baker, Ph.D.
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