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Praise for The Ultimate Guide to Power & Influence

“Robert Dilenschneider’s latest book on power and influence is a great read; practical and straightforward. ‘Power through people’ and ‘networking is working’ have always been my go-to timeless principles that Robert reinforces in this must read for business execs and entrepreneurs alike.”

—Maggie Wilderotter, Chairman and CEO, Grand Reserve Inn

“Whatever your position in life, even if your ultimate ambition is not power or influence, reading The Ultimate Guide to Power & Influence is a smart way to success and self-fulfillment.”

—Patrick Thomas, Verdi Consulting

“Public relations maven Bob Dilenschneider has done it again with a must-read new book on power and influence. His smart advice on networking, career pivoting, crisis management, and seeing around corners for trends makes the book a coach on the shelf for leaders and those who want to be.”

—Glenn Hubbard, Russell L. Carson Professor of Economics and Finance, Columbia University

“The Ultimate Guide to Power & Influence is an enormous gift to existing and aspiring executives who intend to meaningfully impact the future trajectory of their organization. Bob Dilenschneider has had a front row seat for in excess of four decades to every major event that has impacted American business, and he has provided sage counsel to countless CEOs and executives as they have formulated their response to such events. His counsel transcends pure business advice and always balances reputational factors as well as family life balance. As a beneficiary of Bob’s counsel over many years, I can attest to his wisdom.”

—David L. Sokol, Chairman and CEO, Teton Capital, LLC

“One of my great pleasures in life was to get to know Bob. There is no other person I know who has more insight into the grooming of an effective leader, and the character and courage it takes to follow through. His insight on government and crisis management is second to none. This book is a perfect example of why Bob is truly the best at what he does. It covers all the bases, a must read.”

—Ted Balestreri, Chairman and CEO, Cannery Row Company & The Inns of Monterey, Co-founder & CEO, The Sardine Factory Restaurant
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This book is for Geoffrey and Peter, who should know and refine the points that follow. 
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INTRODUCTION

You have a choice. Keep doing what you did yesterday or adapt to a world that is changing every day. If you choose the second course, read this book.

You see, the world is changing at a faster pace than we could have imagined even a decade ago. By the time you finish reading what you’re holding in your hand or is propped on your desk—whether it’s a hardcover with paper pages or an electronic screen—things will be different. You have to keep up, or you’ll be left behind.

Your life has real changes. Whatever you did twenty-four months ago, definitely five years ago—everything has changed. By the time you get to your next birthday, almost every element of your life will have transformed again.

You have to adapt and prepare for this.

But how do you prepare for the unknown? How do you prepare for a future that will bring innovations and circumstances not even dreamed of today? Think of how the future looked back in, say, the turn of the century. The iPhone alone revolutionized communication—and so much more—when it came out in 2007. Who would have thought our phones would be our cameras, and sophisticated ones at that, or instruments to order pizza digitally or pay bills or read newspapers or watch videos? It’s mind-boggling. And something we now take for granted as we eagerly await new versions.

Starting right now, you have to get out ahead and anticipate what is coming. You need to do your research. You must be nimble.

This book will help you not only weather the changes but also thrive. And, I hope, lead to challenging yourself.

You will learn the secrets to attaining power and influence. You will learn how to use your status for the greater good. And ultimately, you will learn to be the best possible version of yourself.

This book is about your life and your future. Follow the steps, and you’ll enjoy a better life.

The well-rounded individual makes little distinction between work and play, labor and leisure, the mind and body, education and recreation, love and religion. When you are doing work that provides satisfaction and personal fulfillment, it doesn’t feel like work. It is part of the natural flow of your life. It’s like moving effortlessly with the current in a river instead of fighting every inch to go upstream.

You will need a purpose for your work. And, importantly, you’ll need to be mindful of a work–life balance.

Every chapter has something relevant for you, no matter your age or place in your career. Pick and choose what you need when you need it.

There are countless business books out there giving advice on just about everything. Some are quite good. But this book comes to you from decades of experience working with some of the most successful companies in the world—and the people who lead them.

I’ve been called the “Dean of American Public Relations Executives.” Oftentimes my involvement as an international consultant comes at a time of crisis. I’ve led a multinational company as president and CEO of a major public relations firm, tripling its revenue. Thirty-plus years ago, I started my own Manhattan-based public relations firm, The Dilenschneider Group.

My firm, with offices in New York, Chicago, and Miami, provides strategic advice to Fortune 500 companies, as well as to leading families and individuals around the world. Our specialties range from mergers, acquisitions, and crisis communications to marketing, government affairs, international media, and a whole lot more. 

Every day, business and political leaders come to me for advice. Every day.

This unique book is based on my years of experience and the lessons culled from scores of influential business leaders from various industries and backgrounds.

I care deeply about our country and became quite concerned with the eroding of civility in discourse. So I took action. In 2012, The Dilenschneider Group, along with the Hearst Corporation, initiated the Civility in America lecture series, which features many of the nation’s leading thinkers from a wide variety of professions and provides a perspective on what must be done to restore civility. Speakers have spanned the likes of publishing executive Steve Forbes, Emmy-winning television journalist Deborah Norville, Yankees general manager Brian Cashman, bestselling author Barbara Taylor Bradford, former Texas governor Rick Perry, CNN historian Douglas Brinkley, and many more.

Each of these men and women is unique. And you are unique.

Find a way to make your mark.

That’s what Arnold Donald did—he revolutionized the cruise-line industry after he became CEO and president in 2013 of Carnival Corporation & plc, the parent company of the flagship Carnival Cruise Line, Princess Cruises, Holland America Line, Seabourn, P&O Cruises, Costa Cruises, AIDA Cruises, and Cunard.

He had been in semiretirement after leading Monsanto for about twenty years, then formed his own company. One of Donald’s goals with Carnival was to bring the various brands together to share practices and strengthen the company.

“The brands have extensive communication, collaboration, and coordination, and they didn’t have it before from a diversity standpoint,” Donald told USA Today after stepping down in mid-2022 from the job he intended to hold for only three years but kept for triple that time. “The majority of our fleet now . . . is led by women.”1

This emphasis on communication, collaboration, and coordination proved pivotal when the COVID-19 pandemic shut down the cruise industry for more than a year.

Donald raised the standards of people involved in the cruise-line industry. He is the kind of leader who dug in during the crisis and did for himself and others what had to be done.

By 2022, for the industry as a whole, COVID-19 testing of vaccinated passengers was eased, and several dozen new ships were introduced—some with features such as French chef Daniel Boulud’s first restaurant on a ship. The Cruise Lines International Association predicts that by 2023, passenger numbers will surpass pre-pandemic levels.2
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Influence means power, the power to make things happen. With power comes a great responsibility to use it wisely. You carry this obligation most of all to your family but also to your colleagues, community, social organizations, town, state, country—to humanity.

Have a mission, something you want to achieve. Know thyself and what you’re good at. Know what’s important to you—generally, it’s what’s closest to you.

Cyrus Freidheim could have pursued any number of ventures with success, but he had the self-awareness to realize what he really wanted to do—and how to do it.

I met Freidheim when we were both in Chicago, and we developed a good working relationship and friendship. At one point, he was likely to be the head of Booz Allen Hamilton, a leading management and information-technology consulting company based in Virginia. This would have been a prestigious position. But Freidheim said, “What the hell! I can do more if I don’t have to be the top guy.” 

He became a consultant. One of his clients was the Sun-Times Media Group, which owned the Chicago Sun-Times. Freidheim set a goal to make the newspaper a must-read across Chicago. Another client was Chiquita Brands International, and along the way he served on fifteen corporate boards and twenty-plus not-for-profit boards. He wrote the book Commit & Deliver, published in 2021, with the subtitle On the Frontlines of Management Consulting.

Freidheim was successful, in part because he was inclusive and respectful. He would try to get everyone’s point of view before making a decision. We were both members of The Chicago Club, and I would hear him greet the waiters there like long-lost friends. That’s how he treated people. I never heard him say anything bad about anyone. Instead of embarrassing someone, he would simply ask, “Why not do it this way?”

Freidheim’s admirable management style and business pursuits emanated from having the honesty to know himself and what was important to him.
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Look at a newspaper and see how things change day to day. Look back a year ago, even a month. Every aspect of the world has shifted. 

Climate change is happening with cataclysmic weather—droughts, floods—throughout the world. The political arena is a moving target. Democracy is under siege, and venerable institutions are assailed.

Forces are rearranging outside the United States. Russia invaded Ukraine in 2022 as the world watched and NATO drove sanctions. China is pushing to become the leading economic power in the world; Iran and North Korea are unsettling, to say the least.

Wealth is changing. Even currency is changing, with people now doing transactions with cryptocurrency.

The media is changing as outlets merge and broadcast and streaming options explode. Some cable “news” shows are decidedly partisan and increasingly wield enormous influence over large blocks of the public.

Science is changing. A pandemic killed millions worldwide and disrupted economies as scientists frantically searched for a vaccine. Paradoxically, a sizable portion of the population distrusts the vaccines and refuses to take any. Thus, the virus still roams, replicates, kills.

Business is changing. A lot of small start-ups are assuming a role in America they didn’t have before. Behemoth corporations must be agile and quick; some, such as General Electric, are splitting and divesting. The top-down patriarchy management style of the Industrial Age is archaic.

The pandemic affected the culture of corporations and the workplace. Employees, especially young ones, reassessed priorities and began looking for places to work with values aligned with their own, such as a commitment to authentic inclusion and/or sustainability. The need to work from home during the shutdown for non-frontline positions led to the desire for hybrid situations instead of the traditional day-to-day in an office with others.

The need for social change is emphasized with marches and movements, such as Black Lives Matter and #MeToo. Public statues of former heroes are removed from civic squares as history is reexamined through a shifting cultural lens. Some industry leaders were toppled under accusations of sexual abuse: think Roger Ailes of Fox News or Harvey Weinstein, the Hollywood producer.

These forces also are demanding reform in the corporate world.

Change is pervasive and rapid.

What has staying power? Will the latest TikTok influencer be known a generation from now? Five years from now? In a world where it’s always onto something new, something previously not imagined, you want endurance.

You have to figure out how to understand and get through such a world. And not only get through it—but thrive.

If you can navigate change, you’ll be successful personally.
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The art of influence is defining, realizing, and gradually strengthening your personal agenda.

How should you position yourself to attain power and influence, what do you do once you get it, and how do you keep it?

This book will show the way.

When I talk about motivation, some assume financial gain is the primary impetus for seeking influence and power. It is as though all the facets of pursuing a career—and a well-lived life—funnel to the purpose of amassing wealth. But that is not so! Money will come to you if you have an idea. But if money is your sole goal, go to Wall Street and Goldman Sachs.

Many don’t pay attention to money but still become successful. Money is not the size of your success. It is one indicator. Do you move the needle? Improve society? Are you in a position to make things happen so that everyone wins? Money is not attached to these things. It doesn’t have to be your motivator.

“Remember that the only purpose of money is to get you what you want, so think hard about what you value and put it above money.”3 That advice comes from one of the smartest and wealthiest people in the country, Ray Dalio, the founder of Bridgewater Associates, a leading asset-management firm, in his excellent book Principles.

As a manager, though, you should pay your employees fairly, he advises. “By being generous or at least a little north of fair with others I have enhanced both our work and our relationships and most people have responded in kind. As a result, we have gained something even more special than money in the form of mutual caring, respect, and commitment.”4

Where do ideas come from? Do the best ideas come from Harvard or Yale? Some do, but some come from Slippery Rock. At one point, Harvard and Yale had a lock, but not now. No matter who you are or where you’re from, there’s no reason you can’t have a great idea.

Pete Cashmore was only nineteen when he had an idea for a business—and he launched it from his bedroom. That was in 2005. Today, Mashable is a digital media platform with a focus on technology, a news website, and an entertainment company averaging more than 22 million page views a month.

“I’m very much a creative person, but you’ve got to do the follow-through,” he said in an interview published in Toronto’s Globe and Mail. “A lot of people start out with an exciting thing and they want to take over the world, but really the people who do take over the world have a good plan of how to get there and the steps along the way.”5

A plan, your personal and professional road map, is essential. It must be flexible and aspirational. Dream big. How to do this will come later in this book.

In trying to get ahead, if you were to jump on every idea you have, you would be overwhelmed. Pick three to four things, and then figure out how you want to do them and who can help you. Once you’ve accomplished the first three or four, pick another three ideas. Repeat again and again.

When Indra Nooyi joined PepsiCo as an executive in 1994, the company was already successful. By the time she became its CEO twelve years later, she knew an ambitious plan was required to move a company rooted in selling soda and chips to a “full-throttle effort to make and market more healthy products,”6 as she relates in her book My Life in Full: Work, Family, and Our Future. This would be enough for anyone to tackle. But Nooyi, the first woman of color who is also an immigrant to run a Fortune 500 company, also saw in business a disconnect with work and family life—and she wanted to fix it.

“We must address the work and family conundrum by focusing on our infrastructure around ‘care’ with an energy and ingenuity like never before,” she writes. “We should consider this a moonshot, starting with ensuring that every worker has access to paid leave, flexibility, and predictability to help them handle the ebb and flow of work and family life, and then moving fast to develop the most innovative and comprehensive childcare and eldercare solutions that our greatest minds can devise.”7

It will be up to you. “The fundamental role of a leader,” Nooyi says, “is to look for ways to shape the decades ahead, not just react to the present, and to help others accept the discomfort of disruptions to the status quo.”8

So think about your ideas. What makes you tick?

State your objective as clearly as you can. Work on two or three critical sentences with as few words as possible that define where you want to go. Make them robust. Keep it succinct, like an elevator pitch. Most never take the time to write down their objectives. That’s a mistake. Some write paragraphs, even chapters. That’s not smart, either. People will become confused or lose interest. 

How can your idea be exciting enough to keep you going? How can it move society, your social circle, or even people you don’t know? For the person who gets this and has some degree of drive, their ideas can be a matter of one plus one equals three. That’s who this book is for.

In this book, you will gain insight into promoting your ideas through networking, building personal connections, and harnessing social media to work for you. Some chapters will resonate with a particular point in your career, such as when to pivot your direction and how to do it. You’ll also learn how to protect your reputation.

I consider the chapter on communication a must-read for everyone. Effective communication is at the heart of good management. If you are communicating effectively, you will get positive recognition from the audiences you are trying to influence. People will know that what you are doing is right and that you are doing it in the right way. When you get positive recognition, your influence grows. You are perceived as competent, effective, worthy of respect—in other words, powerful.

As you can deduce, the first part of the book centers on building your power and influence step by step. The second part pertains to keeping your influence, handling your power in times of crisis, and predicting trends.  And, as promised, you will see the “why” and “how” of sharing your power.

You won’t want to miss the chapter on how to become a memorable manager. Or the one on how to make the right mistakes.
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“Inclusion” has become a buzzword lately, but it is crucial that you know how to create an inclusive atmosphere in the workplace—and to do it authentically.

Jim Farley, CEO of Ford Motor Company, has practiced inclusion by seeking ideas from all levels since he took the reins in 2020.

Farley listened to a devoted band of fans of the discontinued Bronco SUV within the company and allowed them to propose a wildly successful redesign of the vehicle. He also gave free rein to Linda Zhang, a Ford engineer, to oversee the development of the F-150 Lightning electric truck.

Though driven to succeed, Farley is also socialminded. During the pandemic, Ford retooled factories to produce fifty thousand ventilators and provided 120 million face masks for its dealers to distribute in their communities. Under Farley, Ford has also committed to a redevelopment of Detroit’s abandoned downtown train station and surrounding community.

And he is constantly looking forward. He’s invested billions in electric vehicles and a self-driving car program called BlueCruise.

Today’s most successful executives, who have built their teams wisely, do not think twice about asking subordinates, “What do you think?” They understand that such a question is not a sign of weakness or insecurity but a tool to make their own performance and that of their company better.

Every day, ask yourself: How have I learned from my mistakes? If you are taking risks, as you should, you’ll make mistakes. Don’t waste a mistake! Learn from it.

With the dizzying forward pace of everything from technology to communication, one element must remain constant—your values. I cannot tell you what your values should be; they are personal to you. But among them should be the commitment to helping others. That is how society functions best and how the human race improves.

Influence is about who you are, not just what you do. Character will define you.

In leadership, you will need to make critical decisions every day. You can’t put a finger to the wind to see which way it’s blowing; you’ll just get
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