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PERSUASION-KILLERS

YOU CAN CONTROL MANY OF THE USUAL 
FASCINATION-KILLERS, AND THIS SECTION WILL 
SHOW YOU HOW.

Strong brands stand for a very specific set of core values and benefits. 

• Porsches are fast. 
• Volvos are safe. 
• BMWs are engineered. 
• Saabs are iconoclastic. 
• Subarus are “inexpensive and built to stay that way.” 

 So when Subaru released the SVX—an entirely respectable sportscar -- it  
 failed because it didn’t fit within the specific values embodied within the  
 Subaru brand “shorthand.” 

The more distracted our world becomes, the 
more difficult it is to be known for several 
things simultaneously. 

Focus on what really matters, whether it’s low prices (WalMart), overachieving 
service (Nordstrom) or romantic expression (DeBeers). 
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PERSUASION-KILLERS

BELOW, THE THINGS THAT MOST COMMONLY 
RUIN A STRONG BRAND VISION:

1. AVOID COMMITTEE MENTALITY

The most fascinating ideas are often fragile because they can be easily “dumbed 
down” by a committee mentality. How will you protect throughout the sale? How 
will you sell this into your process, and get support for your agenda from your 
employees? Don’t lose focus through execution.

2. DUMBING DOWN IS DEATH

Most brilliantly fascinating ideas are not killed outright, but killed slowly and
painfully. They bleed to death from a thousand little cuts. With every seemingly 
innocent modification, the fascination dies too.

3. WAKE US SLEEPY TRADITIONS

What might have been fascinating at one time can soon become unremarkable. 

Crayola’s first contest to name a color drew 2 million entries 
in 1993. But without changing the format, participation has 
dwindled to a measly 25,000 entries. 

What are the old stand-by ways you seek to earn attention-- ones that may have 
worked at one time— and how can you update them?

4. MAKE MORE MISTAKES

Accept that imperfection is inherent in the innovation process. Learn and im-
prove with every single one. Don’t put all your risks in one basket.

5. BEWARE INACTION

Inaction can be the biggest gamble of all. Risk isn’t a coin with danger on one side 
and safety in the other. It’s a coin with two heads of risk. Taking a risk is risky. So 
is not taking a risk. Your job is to make the smartest choice.
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PERSUASION-KILLERS

6. RAISE THE STAKES

What would you do if your company’s life depended upon earning fascination in 
the next year? …In the next month? …In the next 24 hours?

7. NEVER CONTRADICT YOUR CORE VALUES

In what ways do your actions contradict your core values? What’s the one essen-
tial quality about you that if you lost it, your brand would not survive? What core 
values are you so committed to that it’s the essence of your business?

 Your company may change — in fact, it will 
change, several times. Yet stay committed to 
your core values.
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PERSUASION-KILLERS

STRATEGIES FOR AVOIDING 
PERSUASION KILLERS

When you read through the list of persuasion killers, did you pick up on any com-
mon themes? Two of the big ones in there are the fear of failure and staying true 
to yourself. If giving into the fear and compromising your principles can derail 
your efforts for building a fascinating business, how do you go about avoiding 
them? Glad you asked.

HOW TO FAIL SUCCESSFULLY

This first day of the Milken Conference was filled with a daunting array of suc-
cess symbols: black Armani suits and black Town Cars, entourages of assistants, 
and the CEO paparazzi (whose flashes exploded in glittering unison each time a 
session began).

Yet within all the discussion of growth, leadership, and innovation, there was an-
other omnipresent topic hidden into the discussion, one that remained largely ig-
nored, even as it lurked in the corners of every CEO’s mind. The topic was hinted 
at, skirted around, and implied. Yet rarely was it actually mentioned by name.

This, my friends, is the topic of failure.

At a conference by and for some of the world’s most extraordinary thinkers, 
leaders, and winners, the general thematic focus was success. Yet perhaps a 
more valuable topic to explore might be the opposite: the pursuits gone horribly 
wrong. The bungled policies and mangled balance sheets. The mistaken hires and 
botched turn-arounds. The screwups so royally idiotic that they drove an entire 
Board of Directors to collectively gasp in disbelief.

Perhaps no one wants to be the buzzkill, and delve into the precarious economic 
precipice that so many small businesses perch atop right now. We don’t need to 
study failure when so many newspaper headlines— so many of our peers—seem 
to teach us daily about the topic. Yet a hard look at failure, and lessons therein, 
could just be the session we all need right now to attend.

WHAT LESSONS ON FAILURE MIGHT WE LEARN 
AND APPLY FROM DAY ONE OF THE MILKEN 
CONFERENCE?
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PERSUASION-KILLERS

1. SOMETIMES, THE MOST POWERFUL CATALYST FOR 
SUCCESS IS FAILURE.

To understand why failure ultimately leads to success within a system, let’s take a 
look at the parenting theory of “natural consequences.”

As children, we learn best by naturally and directly experiencing consequences of 
our actions. For instance, once you touch a hot stove, you learn not to touch hot 
stoves in the future. It’s painful, yes, but also necessary to grow more intelligent in 
adapting to a changing environment.

In a session named “Jobs, Jobs, Jobs,” Carly Fiorina, Republican Candidate for 
U.S. Senate, California and former CEO, Hewlett-Packard, described the upside 
of failure within a system. 

“This economy has been built on risk-taking and innovation. 
There will be a bunch of ideas that fail.” 

Fiorina described the necessary failures of previous setbacks, pointing to previous 
examples of concentrated industries going through very difficult times, such as 
the dot-com bust, in which there were “thousands upon thousands of lost jobs in 
one concentrated area, causing great hardship. There was no government bailout. 
And the industry emerged stronger than ever.”

Fiorina also cited how virtually the entire airline industry had to go bankrupt, 
with countless employees, supply chain departments. Yet the companies went 
bankrupt, they renegotiated contracts, and emerged stronger and better.”

Consequences—even failures—help us grow stronger in our decision-making as a 
whole.

2. FAIL SUCCESSFULLY

Not all failures are created equally. Ron Bloom, Senior Advisor to the U.S. 
Treasury Department, and White House Senior Counselor for Manufacturing 
Policy, touched on this point. Previously, “we didn’t have ability to fail a bank in 
a controlled way.” And this was the dilemma facing us with bail-outs. “We had no 
other way to deal with failed institutions other than to nationalize them. Or to 
completely let them go into uncontrolled failure (such as Lehman Bros). Given 
the hands that both parties had, we worked way through in reasonable way.”
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PERSUASION-KILLERS

3. EXPECT, AND PREPARE, FOR PERSONAL FAILURES

As small businesses, we must be supported in innovation and growth, in order for 
the whole system to succeed. As CEOs, we must be prepared to fail occasionally 
on an individual level, in order for the company to innovate. Otherwise, we play it 
so safe that we kill any chance of innovation within our companies.

On a personal level, our personal fear of failure can often work spectacularly 
against us. We tend to think that, as with everything else, we can pull ourselves 
out. Achievers become clinically depressed far more so than the average worker, 
because we expect so much more of ourselves.

Failure isn’t easy.
But greatness isn’t easy, either. It’s not supposed to be easy. That’s what makes it 
worth doing.
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GO FOR NERVOUS

You know that little voice in your head, the one you hear as soon as you get 
nervous? The one that tells you to play it safe?

It lies.

It tells you that you should slow down, or even stop, when in fact you might just 
be on the verge of an extraordinary breakthrough, about to create something 
truly fascinating.

If your goals are comfortable, they’re not big enough.

When you start to feel a little twinge in your stomach and moistness on your 
palms, you’re getting close. If you can keep going further, you just might discover 
something entirely new. That’s it. Keep going. Almost there. You’re about to blow 
past expectations, and become your most fascinating.

What makes you nervous?

Making a presentation to your team? Calling a client the first time? Hitting the 
“publish” button on your blog? Stepping on to the dancefloor? Or something like 
what we’re doing here at Fascinate, and taking on a project bigger than anything 
you’ve done before?

Me, I hear this voice all the time. In fact, the voice and I have an ongoing love/
hate relationship. It slithers inside my head and hisses a warning to play it safe. It 
tells me to slow down. Play it safe. Be more reasonable. Be less fascinating.

The voice used to freak me out, making me worried something was about to go 
wrong. Like most people, I (falsely) associated nervousness with a bad outcome. 

Now, I realize, the opposite is true.

Nervousness can mean something 
important– something worthwhile 
and meaningful– is about to happen.

So the next time you hear that voice in your head, take a moment to listen. If the 
voice can guide your progress, then take the time to have a conversation with it. 
But if the voice is simply trying to bully you into a small, less fascinating 
reality, it’s time to speak up for yourself and tell that voice you’ve decided to go 
for nervous.



Discover what makes you fascinating
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