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‘I’ve watched Steven Bartlett’s journey from the start, always knowing he had that raw, fiery spark. Seeing him harness it, seeing him succeed, damn, it fills me with pure, undiluted pride. I’m on the sidelines, cheering him on, because this guy embodies the entrepreneur’s spirit.’

Gary Vaynerchuck, author of Twelve and a Half

‘Steven Bartlett has overcome seemingly insurmountable odds to become a mega-successful serial entrepreneur. Along the way, he has learned some valuable lessons about the importance of following a different and unconventional path to power, synthesizing his experience into practical laws that will challenge and guide you in the harshly competitive world we live in.’

Robert Greene, bestselling author of Mastery

‘Weaving the latest research, his own experiences, and captivating stories, Steven guides readers to redefine success and achieve their potential. This is a must-read for anyone dreaming of doing something audacious.’

Jay Shetty, New York Times bestselling author and award-winning host of On Purpose

‘Surprising and persuasive in equal measure. Steven’s advice will supercharge your chances of achieving your biggest dreams.’

Marie Forleo, author of the #1 New York Times bestseller Everything Is Figureoutable

‘From “never disagree” to “don’t attack beliefs, inspire new ones,” this book contains surprising wisdom that will move you forward personally and professionally. I highly recommend.’

Scott Galloway, Professor of Marketing at NYU Stern School of Business and author of Adrift

‘It’s about time that we read about success in our modern world as seen by one who’s navigated the path to success like no other. Intelligent, insightful, and real. I am humbled by how much I learned from Steven’s work.’

Mo Gawdat, bestselling author and founder of OneBillionHappy

‘There is a new breed of CEO taking over the business world. The blustery, chest beating CEOs who act like they make no mistakes are being replaced by CEOs who talk about their feelings, lead with curiosity and are willing to work on themselves … and Steven Bartlett is leading the revolution! The Diary Of A CEO is an essential companion for any leader who wants to take themselves on and lead us into the next generation.’

Simon Sinek, Optimist and New York Times bestselling author of Start with Why and The Infinite Game
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Dedicated to everyone that listens to and watches 
The Diary Of A CEO!

Thank you for allowing us to live the greatest dream we never had.




INTRODUCTION: 
WHO AM I TO WRITE THIS BOOK?

I’ve been the CEO, founder, co-founder or board member of four industry-leading companies that collectively – at their peaks – reached a cumulative valuation of more than $1 billion.

I’m currently the founder of Flight Story, an innovative marketing agency; thirdweb, a software company; and an investment fund called Flight Fund.

My companies have employed thousands of people in every corner of the world. I’ve raised almost $100 million of investment for my companies.

I’m an investor in more than 40 companies. I’m on the board of four companies, two of which are currently at the forefront of their respective industries, and I’m 30 years old.

Being the founder of two successful marketing groups that have risen to the top of their industry, within their market, has meant that I spend much of my professional life in boardrooms working with and advising the CEOs, CMOs and leaders of the biggest brands in the world on how to do marketing and how to tell their story online; Uber, Apple, Coca-Cola, Nike, Amazon, TikTok, Logitech, you name it – they have been my clients.

Additionally, I’ve spent the last four years interviewing the world’s most successful individuals from business, sports, entertainment and academia. I have 700 hours of recordings where I’ve interviewed your favourite authors, actors and CMOs; the world’s leading neuroscientists; the captain of your favourite sports team; the manager of your favourite sports team; the CEOs of the billion-dollar companies you use every day; and more of the world’s leading psychologists than I could possibly name.

I published these conversations in the form of a podcast called The Diary Of A CEO, and that podcast quickly became the most downloaded podcast here in Europe and one of the top business podcasts in the USA, Ireland, Australia and the Middle East. It is arguably one of the fastest-growing podcasts in the world right now, increasing its listenership by 825 per cent last year alone.

I’ve been lucky enough to be exposed to some unique experiences, and a few years ago it dawned on me how much valuable and powerful information I’ve gained – and only a handful of people on earth have access to that information. I also realised that at the very heart of all the success and failure I’ve seen, both in my own entrepreneurial journey and the hundreds of interviews I’ve conducted, were a set of laws that could stand the test of time, transfer to any industry, and be used by anyone who is trying to build something great or become someone great.

This is not a book about business strategy. Strategy changes like the seasons. This is a book about something much more permanent. This is a book about the fundamental, enduring laws of building great things and becoming great yourself.

These laws can be used by anyone, regardless of your industry or occupation.

These laws will work now or 100 years from now.

These laws are rooted in psychology, science and centuries of research, and to further validate these laws I surveyed tens of thousands of people across every continent, every age group and every profession.
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The design of this book is based on five core beliefs:


	1. I believe most books are longer than they need to be.

	2. I believe most books are more complicated than they need to be.

	3. I believe pictures paint a thousand words.

	4. I believe stories are more powerful than data, but both are important.

	5. I believe in nuance and that the truth is often somewhere in the middle.



In short, it aims to embody a quote often attributed to Einstein:


‘Everything should be as simple as possible, but not simpler.’


To me, this means giving you the fundamental truth and understanding of each law, in the exact number of words necessary to do so – no less, no more – and using powerful imagery and incredible real stories to bring the key points to life.
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Becoming great, and building great things, requires mastery within four pillars. I call these the four pillars of greatness.

PILLAR I: THE SELF

As Leonardo da Vinci asserted, ‘One can have no smaller or greater mastery than mastery of oneself; you will never have a greater or lesser dominion than that over yourself; the height of your success is gauged by your self-mastery, the depth of your failure by your self-abandonment. Those who cannot establish dominion over themselves will have no dominion over others.’

This pillar is about you. Your self-awareness, self-control, self-care, self-conduct, self-esteem and self-story. The self is the only thing we have direct control over; to master it, which is no easy task, is to master your entire world.

Pillar II: The Story

Everything that stands in your way is a human. Science, psychology and history have shown that there is no graph, data or information that stands a greater chance of positively influencing those humans than a truly great story.

Stories are the single most powerful weapon any leader can arm themselves with – they are the currency of humanity. Those who tell captivating, inspiring, emotional stories rule the world.

This pillar is about storytelling and how to harness the laws of storytelling to persuade the humans that stand in your way to follow you, to buy from you, to believe you, to trust you, to click, to act, to hear you and to understand you.

Pillar III: The Philosophy

In business, sports and academia, an individual’s personal philosophies are the single biggest predictors of how they’ll behave, now and in the future – if you know someone’s philosophy or beliefs, you can accurately forecast how they’ll behave in any situation.

This pillar is about the personal and professional philosophies that great people believe and live by and how those philosophies result in behaviour that leads to greatness. Your philosophy is the set of beliefs, values or principles that guide your behaviour – they are the fundamental beliefs that underpin your actions.

Pillar IV: The Team

The definition of the word ‘company’ is ‘group of people’; at its essence, every company, project or organisation is just a group of people. Everything the organisation produces, good or bad, originates from the minds of the members of your group of people. The most important success factor in your work is who you choose to work with.

I’ve never seen anyone build a great company, project or organisation without a group of people, and I’ve never seen anyone reach personal greatness without the support of a group of people.

This pillar is about how to assemble and get the best out of your group of people. Assembling any group of people is not enough; for your group of people to become a truly great team, you need the right people, bound together by the right culture. When you have great people bound by a great culture, the whole team becomes greater than the sum of its parts. When 1 + 1 = 3, great things happen.




PILLAR I 
THE SELF




LAW 1 
Fill your five buckets in the right order

This law explains the five buckets that determine your human potential, how to fill them and, crucially, in which order you should fill them.

My friend David was in the front garden of his home, enjoying his morning espresso, as a sweaty, confused-looking, panting man in tired gym attire jogged towards him slowly.

The jogging man paused in his stride and greeted my friend David as he struggled to catch his breath. He cracked an unintelligible joke, appeared to laugh frantically at it, then began erratically talking about the spaceship he was building, the microchips he was going to put in monkeys’ brains, and the AI-powered house robots he was going to create.

Moments later, the jogging man said goodbye to David, and continued his slow, sweaty trudge down the street.

That sweaty jogging man was Elon Musk. Billionaire founder of Tesla, SpaceX, Neuralink, OpenAI, Paypal, Zip2 and The Boring Company.

Before I revealed the identity of the sweaty jogging man, you may have understandably assumed he was an escapee of the local psychiatric facility, or suffering from some psychotic break. But once you heard his name, all those extraordinary aforementioned ambitions suddenly became believable.

So believable, in fact, that when Elon tells the world of his ambitions, people will blindly give billions of dollars of their children’s inheritance to back him, they’ll quit their jobs and relocate to work for him, and they’ll pre-order his products before he’s even created them.

This is because Elon has filled his five buckets – in fact all of the people I’ve met that possess the power to build truly great things have five brimming buckets.

The sum of these five buckets is the sum of your professional potential. The fullness of these buckets will determine how big, believable and achievable your dreams are to you, and to those that hear them.

Those that achieve great things have spent years, often decades, pouring into these five buckets. Someone fortunate enough to have five full buckets has all the potential needed to change the world.

When you’re seeking employment, selecting the next book you want to read or deciding what dream to pursue, you must be aware of how full your buckets are.
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	1. What you know (your knowledge)

	2. What you can do (your skills)

	3. Who you know (your network)

	4. What you have (your resources)

	5. What the world thinks of you (your reputation)
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At the start of my career, as an 18-year-old start-up founder, I was haunted by a moral question that I couldn’t seem to shake: is focusing my time and energy on building a company (which would ultimately enrich me) a more noble pursuit than going back to where I was born in Africa and investing my time and energy in saving even one life?

This question remained at the front of my mind for several years until one chance encounter in New York granted me some much-needed clarity. I attended an event hosted by Radhanath Swami, a world-renowned guru, monk and spiritual leader, at an event he was holding in New York.

As I squeezed in among a sea of Swami’s mesmerised followers, who were starry-eyed and hanging on to his every word in a perfectly still, appreciative silence, the guru asked if anyone in the crowd had a question for him.

I raised my hand. The guru gestured at me to deliver my question. I asked, ‘Is building a business, and enriching myself, a more noble pursuit than going back to Africa to try and save lives?’

The guru stared at me as if he could see into the depths of my soul, and after a long, blinkless pause he proclaimed: ‘You cannot pour from empty buckets.’

Almost a decade on from that moment, it’s never been clearer what the guru meant. He was telling me to focus on filling my own buckets, because someone with full buckets can positively bend the world in any way he or she desires.

Having now built several large companies, worked with the biggest organisations in the world, become a multi-millionaire, managed thousands of people, read hundreds of books and spent 700 hours interviewing the world’s most successful people, my buckets are sufficiently full. Because of this, I now possess the knowledge, skills, network, resources and reputation to help millions of people all over the world, which is exactly what I intend to spend the rest of my life doing, through my philanthropic work, the donations I make, the organisations I create, the media companies I build and the school I’m working to launch.

These five buckets are interconnected – filling one helps to fill another – and they are generally filled in order from left to right.
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We usually start our professional life acquiring knowledge (school, university, etc.), and when this knowledge is applied, we call it a skill. When you have knowledge and skills you become professionally valuable to others and your network grows. Consequently, when you have knowledge, skills and a network, your access to resources expands, and once you have knowledge, skills, a valuable network and resources, you will undoubtedly earn a reputation.

With these five buckets and their interconnected relationship in mind, it’s clear that an investment in the first bucket (knowledge) is the highest-yielding investment you can make. Because when that knowledge is applied (skill), it inevitably cascades to fill your remaining buckets.

If you truly understand this, you’ll understand that a job that pays you slightly more cash (resources), but gives you far less knowledge and fewer skills, is a lower-paying job.

The force that clouds our ability to act upon this logic is usually ego. Our ego has an incredible ability to persuade us to skip the first two buckets – convincing us to take a job simply for more money (bucket 4) or a job title, status or reputation (bucket 5), without the knowledge (bucket 1) or skills (bucket 2) to succeed in that role.

When we succumb to this temptation, we’re building our career on weak foundations. These short-term decisions – your inability to delay your gratification, be patient and invest in your first two buckets – will ultimately catch up with you.

In 2017, a very talented 21-year-old employee called Richard walked into my office and told me he had some news to share with me. He told me that he had been offered a job as CEO of a new marketing company halfway across the world, and that he wanted to leave my company – where he had been flourishing – to take it. He told me the role offered him an enormous pay rise (almost double what we paid him), an equity package and a chance to live in New York City – a far cry from the dreary village he was raised in and an apparent step up from Manchester, England, where he worked for my company.

To be totally frank, I didn’t believe him. I couldn’t fathom that a legitimate business would offer a junior employee, with no management experience, such a prominent role.

Nonetheless, I accepted his claims and told him that we would support him in his transition out of our company.

It turns out I was wrong – Richard was telling the truth. The job offer did exist and a month later he became CEO of the company, moved to New York and started his new life as a C-suite executive in the Big Apple, leading a team of more than 20 people, in a rapidly growing marketing start-up.

Unfortunately, that is not where the story ends; as life would come to teach both me and Richard, there is no skipping the first two buckets of knowledge and skills if you’re playing for long-term, sustainable results. Any attempt to do so is equivalent to building your house on sand.

Within 18 months, the once-promising company Richard had joined had gone under, lost its key employees, run out of money and become shrouded in controversy relating to management practices. After the company closed, Richard was unemployed, far from home, and searching for a new, more junior role, in the same industry that we had employed him in.

When deciding which path to take in life, which job to accept or where to invest your spare time, remember that knowledge, when applied (skill), is power. Prioritise filling those first two buckets and your foundations will have the long-term sustainability you need to prevail, regardless of how life’s tectonic plates move and shake beneath you.

I define a professional earthquake as an unpredictable career event that adversely impacts you. This could be anything: a technological innovation that disrupts your whole industry, being fired by your employer, or if you’re a founder, your company going under.


There are only two buckets that any such professional earthquake can never empty - it can take away your network, it can take your resources, it can even impact your reputation, but it can never remove your knowledge and it can never unlearn your skills.



These first two buckets are your longevity, your foundation and the clearest predictor of your future.

[image: ] The Law: Fill your five buckets in the right order

Applied knowledge is skill, and the more you can expand and apply your knowledge, the more value you’ll create in the world. This value will be repaid in a growing network, abundant resources and a robust reputation. Make sure you fill your buckets in the right order.


Those who hoard gold have riches for a moment.

Those who hoard knowledge and skills have riches for a lifetime.

True prosperity is what you know and what you can do.

The Diary Of A CEO






LAW 2 
TO MASTER IT, YOU MUST CREATE AN OBLIGATION TO TEACH IT

This law explains the simple technique that the world’s most renowned intellectuals, authors and philosophers use to become the masters of their craft and how you can use it to develop any skill, master any topic and build an audience.

[image: ] The story

It felt like the entire population of planet Earth had gathered to watch me melt on stage that evening, but in reality, it was just a handful of my fellow secondary school pupils, their parents and a few teachers.

I was 14 years old and had been tasked with saying a few closing remarks at my school’s exam awards evening. As I walked out onto the stage, the auditorium fell into an anticipatory silence.

And there I stood, frozen, terrified and mute, for one of the longest minutes anyone has ever endured, staring down at the trembling piece of paper clasped between my clammy, nervous hands, on the verge of urinating into my own underwear, experiencing what people refer to as ‘stage fright’.

The script I had planned to deliver was shaking with such ferocity that I couldn’t see the words. Eventually I blurted out some improvised, clichéd, nonsensical remarks before darting off stage and out of the door as if I were being followed by a firing squad.

Fast-forward ten years from that traumatic day and I’m speaking on stage 50 weeks a year in every corner of the globe – I’m headlining alongside Barack Obama in front of tens of thousands in São Paulo, I’m speaking in sold-out arenas in Barcelona, I’m touring the UK and speaking at festivals from Kyiv to Texas to Milan.
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I went from being a train wreck of a public speaker, to rubbing shoulders with some of the very best to ever do it, and there is one simple law that I credit with this transformation.

This law is not just responsible for my on-stage composure, performance and delivery (my skills), it’s also the reason why I have something interesting to share while I’m on stage (my knowledge):

I created an obligation to teach.


The late spiritual leader Yogi Bhajan once said, ‘If you want to learn something, read about it. If you want to understand something, write about it. If you want to master something, teach it.’



At 21 years old, I made a promise to myself that every day at 7pm, I would write a tweet or make a video delivering a single idea, and then post it online at 8pm.

Of all the things I’ve done in my life to advance my knowledge and skills – to fill my first two buckets – this is the thing that made the most difference. It’s no exaggeration to say that it has completely changed the trajectory of my life, and consequently it’s the piece of advice I urge most strongly upon anyone looking to become a better thinker, speaker, writer or content creator.

The key factor here is that I made learning, then writing/recording and sharing it online, a daily obligation, not just an interest.
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Soon after creating this obligation, I got feedback in the form of comments from my audience and analytics from the social platforms; this helped me to improve, and in turn, created a community of people that were following me purely for this daily idea. This started as tens of people and almost ten years later that community has grown to almost 10 million followers across all channels.

From the first idea I shared, I created a ‘social contract’ with my audience – essentially a social obligation to the people who were following me specifically for this daily idea – which motivated me to continue posting and gave me something to lose – their attention and my reputation – if I stopped.

Having something to lose is fundamentally what an obligation is, and having something to lose is sometimes referred to as having ‘skin in the game’.

‘Skin in the game’ is an important psychological tool to harness if you want to accelerate your learning curve in any area of your life. Having skin in the game raises the stakes of your learning by building deeper psychological incentives to perform a behaviour. The ‘skin’ can be anything from money to a personal public commitment.

You want to learn more about a specific company? Buy a few shares of the stock. You want to learn about Web 3.0? Buy an NFT. If you want to be consistent in the gym, make a WhatsApp group with your friends where you share your workouts every day. In these three examples, either monetary or social currency is at stake.

‘Skin in the game’ works because across several global studies it’s been demonstrated that human behaviour is more strongly driven by the motivation to avoid losses than to pursue gains, which is what scientists call ‘loss aversion’.

Give yourself something to lose.

[image: ] The Feynman technique revised

So, if you want to master something, do it publicly and do it consistently. Publishing your written ideas forces you to learn more often and to write more clearly. Publishing a video forces you to improve your speaking skills and to articulate your thoughts. Sharing your ideas on stage teaches you how to hold an audience and tell captivating stories. In any area of your life, doing it in public, and creating an obligation that forces you to do it consistently, will lead you to mastery.

One of the most valuable elements of this obligation was having to distil any idea I wanted to share down to its 140-character essence, so that it could fit within the constraints of a tweet.


Being able to simplify an idea and successfully share it with others is both the path to understanding it and the proof that you do. One of the ways we mask our lack of understanding of any idea is by using more words, bigger words and less necessary words.



This challenge of simplifying an idea to its essence is often referred to as the Feynman technique, named after the renowned American scientist Richard Feynman. Feynman won a Nobel Prize in 1965 for his groundbreaking work in quantum electrodynamics. He had a gift for explaining the most complex, baffling ideas in simple language that even a child could understand.


‘I couldn’t reduce it to the freshman level. That means we really don’t understand it.’

Richard Feynman


The Feynman technique is a powerful mental model for self-development. It forces you to strip away unnecessary complexity, distil a concept to its purest essence, and develop a rich, in-depth understanding of whatever discipline you seek to master.

The Feynman technique follows a few key steps, which I’ve simplified and updated based on my own learning experience:

Step 1: Learn

First you must identify the topic you want to understand, research it thoroughly and grasp it from every direction.

Step 2: Teach it to a child

Secondly, you should write the idea down as if you were teaching it to a child; use simple words, fewer words and simple concepts.

Step 3: Share it

Convey your idea to others; post it online, post it on your blog, share it on stage or even at the dinner table. Choose any medium where you’ll get clear feedback.

Step 4: Review

Review the feedback; did people understand the concept from your explanation? Can they explain it to you after you’ve explained it to them? If not, go back to step 1; if they did, move on.
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As we look over history, this is the one thing that every great speaker, renowned author and prominent intellectual I’ve ever encountered or interviewed has in common.

When Prospect magazine released their list of the top 100 modern intellectuals, every name on the list followed this law.

When I researched the pre-eminent philosophers from history, every single one of them embodied and were often staunch advocates of this law.

At some point in their life, through intention or accident, they had created an obligation to think, write and share their ideas, consistently.

Whether it’s leading modern authors like James Clear, Malcolm Gladwell or Simon Sinek who write tweets, online blogs and create social media videos, or ancient philosophers like Aristotle, Plato and Confucius, who wrote on papyrus scrolls and spoke on stages, they all abide by this crucial law; all of them have created an obligation to teach, and in turn they’ve become masters of both knowledge and delivery.


‘The person who learns the most in any classroom is the teacher.’

James Clear
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Learn more, simplify more and share more. Your consistency will further your progress, the feedback will refine your skill and following this law will lead to mastery.


You don’t become a master because you’re able to retain knowledge.

You become a master when you’re able to release it.

The Diary Of A CEO






LAW 3 
YOU MUST NEVER DISAGREE

This law will make you a master of communication, negotiation, conflict resolution, winning arguments, being heard and changing people’s minds. It also explains why most of your arguments are never productive.

[image: ] The Story

For most of my childhood I witnessed my mother shouting heatedly at my father as he sat watching TV, apparently completely oblivious to her presence. These ear-piercing screaming marathons were like nothing I’d ever witnessed before and nothing I’ve witnessed since.

She could shout at him for five or six hours – about the same thing – using the same words, without any apparent reduction in volume or enthusiasm. On occasion, my father might try and argue back for a brief moment, and when he inevitably failed to land his rebuttal, he would either continue to ignore her or flee to another part of the house, lock himself in his bedroom, or jump in the car and drive off.

It took me 20 years to realise that I’d learned this exact conflict-resolution strategy from him, while I was lying in bed at 2am as my angry girlfriend badgered me, on repeat, about something she was unhappy about. I rebutted her with ‘I disagree’ and attempted to make a convincing counter-argument. Needless to say, I failed. Like throwing petrol onto a bonfire, she carried on shouting at me with increased volume, making the same point, using the exact same words.

Eventually, I got up and tried to leave, and she followed me, so I locked myself inside my walk-in wardrobe, where I remained until almost 5am, being shouted at through the door – about the same thing, using the same words, like a broken record player – without any apparent reduction in volume or enthusiasm.

She’s now my ex-girlfriend; unsurprisingly, that relationship didn’t last.
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The truth is, in every interpersonal conflict in your life – business, romantic or platonic – communication is both the problem and the solution.

You can predict the long-term health of any relationship by whether each conflict makes the relationship stronger or weaker.


Healthy conflict strengthens relationships because those involved are working against a problem; unhealthy conflict weakens a relationship because those involved are working against each other.



I sat down with Tali Sharot, professor of cognitive neuroscience at University College London and MIT, to understand what the science of the brain can teach us about the laws of effective communication, and what she shared with me changed my personal life, romantic relationships and business negotiations for ever.

Sharot and her team’s study, published in Nature Neuroscience, recorded the brain activity of volunteers during disagreements to find out what was happening inside their minds.

The experiment was based on asking 42 people, grouped into pairs, to make a financial evaluation. Each pair lay, separated by a glass wall, in a brain-imaging scanner. Their reactions to the experiment were recorded. They were shown pictures of real estate and asked, individually within their pairs, to guess its value and to place a bet on the accuracy of their valuation. Each volunteer was able to see the valuation of their partner on a screen.

When the couple agreed on a valuation, they each placed higher bets on its accuracy and the researchers monitoring their brain activity saw their brains light up, indicating that they were more cognitively receptive and open. However, if they disagreed about a valuation, their brains seemed to freeze and shut down, causing them to turn off to the other’s opinion and value that opinion less.
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Sharot’s findings shed light on some recent trends around contentious areas of political discourse. An example being climate change: despite scientists presenting more and more irrefutable evidence over the last ten years showing that climate change is man-made, a survey conducted by the Pew Research Centre indicates that the number of US Republicans who believe the scientific evidence has decreased in the same ten-year period. Furious arguing, regardless of evidence, is clearly not working.

So, here’s what needs to be done if we want to increase our chances of being heard by someone on an opposing side. According to Sharot, if you want to keep someone’s brain lit up and receptive to your point of view, you must not start your response with a statement of disagreement.

When you find yourself disagreeing with someone, avoid the emotional temptation, at all costs, to start your response with ‘I disagree’ or ‘You’re wrong’, and instead introduce your rebuttal with what you have in common, what you agree on, and the parts of their argument that you can understand.


The strength of any carefully reasoned, logical argument isn’t likely to be recognised when you open with disagreement - regardless of how much evidence you have or how objectively correct you are.



Instead, if we start from a place of agreement, of common ground, we increase the chance that the strength of our arguments, the accuracy of our logic and the weight of the evidence will be received at all.

This third law – to never disagree – is the critical skill that will allow you to become an effective negotiator, speaker, salesperson, business leader, writer – and partner.

When I interviewed Julian Treasure, the speaking and communication coach whose TED talk has been viewed 100 million times, and Paul Brunson, the matchmaking and relationship expert known as ‘the love doctor’, they both explained that the art of becoming a great communicator, conversationalist or partner is first listening so that the other person feels ‘heard’, and then making sure you reply in a way that makes them feel ‘understood’.

Tali Sharot’s studies in neuroscience now provide clear scientific evidence that shows why this approach of making someone feel ‘heard and understood’ is so crucial in changing someone’s mind. It’s no surprise that the people who are most likely to change our minds are the ones we agree with on 98 per cent of topics – we feel that they fundamentally understand us, so we’re more open to listening to them.

[image: ] The Law: You must never disagree

In the midst of a negotiation, debate or heated argument, try and remember that the key to changing someone’s mind is finding a shared belief or motive that will keep their brain open to your point of view.


Our words should be bridges to comprehension, not barriers to connection.

Disagree less, understand more.

The Diary Of A CEO






LAW 4 
YOU DO NOT GET TO CHOOSE WHAT YOU BELIEVE

This law will teach you how to change any belief that you have – whether that’s your self-belief, beliefs about others or beliefs about the world – while also showing you how to change the stubborn beliefs of others.

Think of someone that you absolutely love: your mother, your father, your partner, your dog – the most important person (or animal) in your life.

Now visualise them tied to a chair, being held at gunpoint by an aggressive terrorist.

Now imagine that the terrorist says to you, ‘If you don’t believe that I’m Jesus Christ right now, I will pull the trigger and kill them!’

What do you do?

The truth is, the most you could do is lie – the most you could do is tell them that you believe they’re Jesus Christ, in the hope that your loved one would be spared. But you couldn’t, genuinely, make yourself believe it.

This thought experiment illuminates a profound and controversial point about the true nature of our beliefs. In my hypothetical scenario, when everything was on the line, you still couldn’t choose to believe something that you don’t. So, what makes you think you can ‘choose’ any of your beliefs?

To investigate this concept further, I surveyed 1,000 people and asked them all the following question: ‘Do you think you choose your beliefs?’ Incredibly, 857 (85.7 per cent) of them said that they did.

On the next page of the survey, when I asked people if they could genuinely believe a terrorist holding their loved one at gunpoint was Jesus Christ if it meant it would save their loved one’s life, 98 per cent of people admitted that they couldn’t choose that belief – the most they could do was lie.

The fundamental beliefs you hold about yourself, the fundamental beliefs you hold about others, the fundamental beliefs you hold about the world – you’ve ‘chosen’ none of them.

When people hear this, they tend to have a visceral negative reaction, because it sounds disempowering and attacks our sense of ‘free will’, control and independence. If I can’t choose a belief, how can I ever change a belief? Does that condemn me to the current beliefs I have about the world, others and myself?

Thankfully, it doesn’t.

Your life is a testament to the fact that your beliefs do continually change and evolve – I’m assuming you don’t still believe in Santa Claus?

Society too, continues to change its beliefs at an increasing speed; in the 1700s, people thought tobacco was healthy and doctors would blow tobacco smoke up the arse of a drowned person in an attempt to revive them; in the 1800s we believed clitoral orgasms were a sign of insanity and doctors would medically treat people who had them; as recently as the 1970s, people believed space aliens were sending us coded messages by flattening our crops on farms in middle America; and medieval doctors pulled their cures out of their arses, literally – poop was believed to be a cure for everything from headaches to epilepsy.

Thankfully, beliefs change.

[image: ]

Our brains consume a huge amount of energy and have therefore evolved strategies to preserve energy in order to survive. Because one of the brain’s main purposes is to predict by spotting patterns and making assumptions based on those patterns, it must do so as efficiently and in as little time as possible. Beliefs allow the brain to make such forecasts quickly.

Having stubborn beliefs is a useful survival tool for humans because beliefs drive behaviour – your ancestors, who stubbornly held the belief that lions are dangerous, fire is hot and deep water is to be avoided, survived long enough because of these beliefs to have babies who possessed the same stubbornness.

Going back to the example of the terrorist holding your loved one hostage under threat of execution; now imagine the terrorist grabbed a glass of water and turned it into wine (an act Jesus is known for). Would this change your beliefs about the terrorist? Would you now believe that the terrorist is in fact Jesus Christ?

In my survey, 77 per cent said that this would be enough to convince them that the terrorist was in fact Jesus Christ, and in total 82 per cent said their beliefs about the terrorist would change – the act of witnessing someone turn water into wine was strong enough evidence to cause them to change their belief.

This thought experiment and the corresponding survey reveal a fundamental truth about the nature of all of our beliefs: the things you believe are fundamentally based on some form of primary evidence. However, scientific studies have repeatedly proved that whether that evidence is objectively true or false doesn’t actually matter – we subjectively accept evidence to be true based on our experiences and biases.

There are still 300,000 Americans who believe the earth is flat; in a recent Ipsos survey, 21 per cent of adult Americans said they believed Santa Claus is real; a disturbing number of people believe King Charles is a vampire; one in three Americans believe Bigfoot exists; and one in four Scottish people believe there is a giant monster living in a lake near Inverness.

To change their beliefs, simply telling them they’re wrong, as we’ve seen in Law 3, won’t work. Showing a flat-earther a legitimate picture of a round Planet Earth also doesn’t work, and despite what motivational coaches might say, telling someone who had their confidence destroyed at seven years old by vicious playground bullies (very strong evidence) to simply believe in themselves or to repeat affirmations in a mirror, won’t do anything to change their underlying beliefs about themselves either.

[image: ] Seeing is believing

Just showing a flat-earther a picture of the spherical Earth taken from space by NASA doesn’t work because in order to believe what they’re seeing, they have to trust not only the picture, but the credibility of the source from which the picture came – NASA. Flat-earthers trust neither










[image: ] Confidence in existing beliefs






	1. A person’s current evidence.

	2. Their confidence in their current evidence.

	3. The new evidence.

	4. Their confidence in that new evidence.




[image: ] We change our minds if it sounds like good news!






[image: ] Don’t attack beliefs, inspire new ones




[image: ] Detailed self-review can reduce any belief





[image: ] The growth zone is where new evidence exists
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[image: ] The Law: You do not get to choose what you believe
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