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            Foreword

         
         There are certain people you meet in your life who just care. They care about other people, they care about humanity. They
            care about making the world better.
         

         
         There are other people you meet who just seem to be connected and always seem to know everyone that you know. Somewhat like
            “six degrees of separation” or a spiderweb through relationships.
         

         
         Steve Herz is one of those rare people who encompass both of these qualities. I have known Steve for more than twenty-five
            years as we grew up as “competitors” in the business of media representation. But he was never a true competitor. He was someone
            that I respected and someone who always exhibited ethical behavior.
         

         
         Fast-forward to 2016, after I had left IMG after a thirty-year career. I decided to start my own company, the Montag Group,
            and Steve and I agreed to merge our talent businesses together. It has turned out much better than I expected and Steve has
            become a kindred spirit in the growth of our company. The business of client representation is far more than just deal making.
            It is a true service industry where to get to the very top, you have to take a sincere liking and dedication to your client
            to make them the best they can be at their craft and take them to levels that they only dreamed of. Steve knows how to make
            people better. He knows how to make people better communicators, he knows how to make people better broadcasters, he knows
            how to help people get more out of their careers and their lives. Steve is a true people person.
         

         
         We live in an increasingly tough and difficult world on many different levels: politically, socially, and in our professional lives. Businesses have become extremely competitive and cutthroat. It is hard to get a good job and it is equally hard to maintain it. 

         
         In his book, Don’t Take Yes for an Answer, you will hear from some of the greatest minds in the world on how they communicate, how they lead, and how they achieve
            the highest level of success in their personal and professional lives. Steve has the ability to draw these lessons out of
            these leaders and I believe that after you read this book, you will have a different outlook on life and how you can get and
            make the most out of each and every day.
         

         
         —Sandy Montag, CEO of the Montag Group

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Introduction

         
         Some people come home from dinner with friends carrying a doggy bag. I tend to come home with bruised shins, reminders of
            my wife’s well-placed kicks under the table. You know the kind. It’s the universal technique a spouse or partner will use
            to quietly signal that it’s time for you to shut your mouth and stop embarrassing them. Regretfully, my wife has had plenty
            of opportunities to perfect her aim, given that like curmudgeon Larry David in the TV show Curb Your Enthusiasm, I have a tendency to be a social assassin. A social assassin is someone who lays waste to the social niceties and white
            lies that frequently smooth human interactions. For example, if we’re at dinner and you ask me if I like your new hairstyle,
            I know I’m supposed to say, “Yes, it looks great!” And I will if I really do.
         

         
         But what if I think it looks like you took a weed whacker to your head?

         
         I won’t tell you that, because I’m not a mean guy.

         
         But I am an honest guy.

         
         So I will answer honestly that no, your new hairstyle isn’t that flattering, I liked it the other way.

         
         That’s when my wife will kick me.

         
         Hey, you asked!
         

         
         In my defense, I spend most of my life telling people hard truths, and it can be challenging to remember that outside the office, even when I’m asked, not everyone actually wants to hear them. As a talent agent, however, it’s my job to point out any elements that could hurt my clients’ careers, whether it’s their appearance and dress, their body language, their speech patterns, or their vocal tone, and let them know what they can do to improve so they can deliver their best performance. My company, the Montag Group, represents more than 250 of today’s top journalists, broadcast executives, and media personalities—the very faces and voices you’ve grown to trust and rely on to keep you in the know at CBS, CNN, MSNBC, FOX News, ESPN, and elsewhere. Beyond our broadcast division, which is one of the largest in the industry, we provide guidance to athletes, technology companies, law firms, and international banks, along with top CEOs and entrepreneurs. By and large, most of my clients are already considered stars in their chosen field (though many have been with me since the beginning of their careers), but they still seek out my professional assessment and coaching methods because they believe that, despite all the applause and approval they get from peers, friends, and supporters, and despite all the success they’ve already enjoyed, they can still do better. That desire to do whatever it takes to excel is the difference between people who are good at what they do, and people who are great. 

         
         If you’re reading this book, my guess is you want to be the latter. So here’s my first piece of advice:

         
         If you want to find out what you’re truly made of and reach your utmost potential in work and in life, you must stop taking
            YES for an answer.
         

         
         For reasons we’ll explore in this book, we get a lot of positive feedback that we don’t actually deserve, which means you
            can’t trust all the yesses you hear. In fact, if you’ve checked off all the obvious boxes necessary for a stellar career in
            your field—education, credentials, years of experience—but you still aren’t where you want to be, that lack of honest feedback
            is probably part of what’s holding you back.
         

         
         Because face it, if you’re doing just fine but you’re not truly killing it the way you always dreamed you would, I don’t care what anyone else tells you, you’re doing something wrong. 

         
         Don’t you want to know what it is?

         
         If you’re frustrated because you’re falling short of your potential—whether that means you’re getting passed over for promotions,
            failing to close on new business, being denied pay raises, struggling to retain customers and employees, negotiating ineffectively,
            lacking positive professional and even personal relationships, or generally not getting the respect, acknowledgment, and recognition
            you desire—and you want to know why, you have to be willing not only to accept criticism, but also seek it out. You have to
            find someone who cares enough to tell you when you aren’t all that, and accept that a “no” is often more helpful than a “yes.”
         

         
         I came by this knowledge the hard way. In fact, I owe my entire career to a boss who would not give me the “yes” I expected
            to hear.
         

         
         It was August 1990, the summer after my second year at Vanderbilt Law School. I was one of twenty-nine summer associates at
            the law firm of Curtis, Mallet-Prevost. It was a prestigious program and my fellow wannabe lawyers and I each hoped that upon
            graduation we’d be offered a high-paying first-year position at the Park Avenue firm. Typically, 90 percent of the associates
            were offered a job. Good odds. Nevertheless, it was still a competitive environment, and as the summer program rolled to an
            end, naturally the lot of us became anxious as we prepared for the “last rites.”
         

         
         Turner Smith was managing partner of the summer associate program, and it was he who would deliver our fate. On that hot August afternoon, I was the last associate called to his office. By then, however, news had already filtered through the building that every single one of the summer associates had been given an offer. I felt confident as I took a seat in his office, ready to enjoy the moment. Smith was a disarmingly charming man, almost courtly, and he welcomed me with a warm smile. He leaned forward across his walnut brown desk to look me straight in the eye, and in a gentle, polite tone, he told me I was an atrociously bad summer associate. I should save my money and quit law school. Immediately. 

         
         Come again?

         
         I sat back in his stately leather chair, wide-eyed and incredulous. He again smiled politely and underscored his point—I shouldn’t
            consider, not even remotely, becoming a lawyer.
         

         
         It felt like a ton of bricks had been suddenly smashed over my head. How could this be? I’d scored in the 95th percentile
            on the LSATs. Twenty years of formal schooling had all led in this singular direction. I came from a family of legal experts.
            My father, my uncle, brothers, and cousins were all lawyers! My whole life had seemed preordained to a career in law.
         

         
         I reeled out of Smith’s office, trying to process what had just happened. I was days away from starting my last year of law
            school, and the tuition was paid. I was going to get that law degree. But then what? A black mark like this on my record would
            be tough to explain away to any other law firm. After mulling over my options, I hit on a plan. If I couldn’t be a lawyer,
            I’d follow my other lifelong dream. Sports had always been my first love. The overweight youngest of three boys, I’d made
            up for what I lacked in athletic ability with sheer passion and knowledge. In school I’d done every sports-related job you
            could do except play, from serving as sports editor of the yearbook and newspaper, to statistician, and I’d often fantasized
            about becoming a sports agent. Why not go for it? My law degree would be a marketable asset in a competitive field.
         

         
         Fast-forward five years, and I was twenty-nine years old, beginning my fourth job representing sportscasters at a boutique talent agency. Each job made me more miserable than the last. I’d thought I’d learn to develop and nurture sports talent, but all the companies I worked for cared about was whether you could bring in enough clients to substantiate your salary. Beyond that, it was negotiating boilerplate contracts and glorified babysitting. Despite rubbing elbows with people whom just a few years earlier I would have killed to meet, I found the work expected of me utterly uninspiring and, worse, pointless. Stuck at home one day with a nasty head cold, I realized that I had to get out while I had little to lose, or risk a lifetime of regret. Before I could talk myself out of it, I called my boss and quit. He graciously offered me severance through the end of the year. 

         
         Once again, I found myself unmoored.

         
         The next day, feeling better, I put on my yellow headphones, turned up my Sony Walkman radio, and jogged over to the brand-new
            Reebok Sports Club I had joined a few months earlier, which featured this new thing called a “Spin” class that was all the
            rage. On my way to the reception desk, I found myself sharing the elevator with a familiar figure. It was Alfred Geller, a
            widely respected agent for several top television newscasters, such as Al Roker, Connie Chung, and Maury Povich. We’d met
            briefly at a media conference a few months earlier. At nearly three hundred pounds, he was literally and figuratively a giant
            in the industry. I took his appearance as a sign.
         

         
         The elevator ride was only two floors up. I had thirty seconds to make my case. I pulled off my headphones.

         
         “Alfred,” I blurted. “So nice to see you again.” I told him that I’d quit my job and wanted to start a talent agency representing
            sportscasters. “With your knowledge of newscasters and my sports expertise, we’d be a great combination.”
         

         
         The elevator doors opened. Geller stepped off and turned back to look at me. “Be at my office eight a.m. tomorrow morning,” he said. 

         
         For the next eight months, I studied at the altar of Geller, receiving a virtual PhD in every aspect of on-air communication.
            His approach to talent representation was nothing like what I’d witnessed at the other agencies. Certainly, his job entailed
            brokering favorable contracts—he was a beast at the negotiating table—but his core mission was to do whatever it took to make
            his client better. Period. His philosophy was “If you build it, they will come.” He meant, build yourself up into something
            outstanding, irresistible, or indispensable, and the world and the marketplace is yours.
         

         
         He obsessed over the details, reviewing hundreds upon hundreds of audio and video tapes with his clients, analyzing and critiquing
            every nuance of their delivery and on-air work, from the resonance of their voices to their posture. He demanded perfection,
            and he got it. Through him I met luminaries like Lilyan Wilder, Mort Cooper, and Sam Chwat, voice and speech trainers to stars
            from Charlie Rose to Julia Roberts. I devoured their books and took additional courses at New York University, from acting—so
            I could learn a little about how my clients do what they do—to voice—so I could understand diaphragmatic breathing—to meditation—so
            I could be sure to slow down and make careful observations (helpful for someone like me, who runs with a fast motor). I wanted
            to learn everything I could about the art of presentation and making powerful first impressions.
         

         
         Eventually I concluded that Geller’s exclusive focus on his clients’ on-air performance didn’t go far enough. I didn’t think it was a coincidence that broadcasters who treated waiters and assistants as graciously as they treated their producers rose faster and further than those who selectively turned on their charm only if they were in the presence of someone with power. It told me there couldn’t be a disconnect between who our clients were on-air and off-air. Any incongruence meant they were faking half their lives, which not only had to be exhausting, but could also create professional barriers. Our reputation does not only stem from how we behave, speak, and present ourselves when we’re “on,” but also from how we behave, speak, and present ourselves during the small, perhaps seemingly inconsequential interactions we engage in during our day—in the hallways, at the conference table, during the business lunch, at the networking function, and even in our interpersonal relationships. While our “on-air” performance has to make the right impression on our audience, our “off-air” performance has to make the right impression on the people who may hold our career in their hands, if not now, then someday. To really help my clients, it would not be enough to extract an excellent performance out of them; I’d need to mine them for all-around excellence. 

         
         With that philosophy in place, I left Geller and opened my own agency, which I named IF after Rudyard Kipling’s poem by the same name, which says, “If you can dream—and not make dreams your master . . . yours is the Earth and everything that’s in it.” From day one, my aim was to provide people with the honest feedback and clear signals they needed to allow them to become the best version of themselves, so they could achieve their dreams and shift their lives from average to exceptional. This is what Turner Smith had done for me, and it felt fitting in my new role as a professional talent agent and coach to similarly honor others by dealing straight—that is, by being more helpful than nice. As IF built its client base, I became increasingly convinced that how we perform when we think no one is looking, and the impression we make on others, holds the key to career success. It was the only answer I could find to the question, What makes one smart, hardworking individual more valuable to an employer than another with a seemingly identical profile? What makes one good apple better than the rest of the bunch? 

         
         Eventually we expanded from working exclusively with sports broadcasters and media talent to other professionals in various
            fields because I discovered that the key to becoming a superstar manager, salesperson, or CEO is no different than the key
            to becoming a superstar broadcaster: you have to get your audience, of one or a million, to trust and believe in you. That
            means your educational proficiency and specialized skill set will only get you so far. They’re the price of admission. It’s
            your ability to reach, persuade, and influence, the way you communicate and engage with the world, the way you show you give
            a damn, that makes all the difference in a career that sputters and one that soars. To stand out and excel, to get the attention
            of those who will help you move up, protect you during lean times, or compete for your talent, you need to perfect your AWE.
         

         
         A—Authority. W—Warmth. E—Energy.

         
         Over the past two decades, AWE has become the prism through which I observe, assess, coach, and grow every single one of my
            clients. I listen for it when we’re analyzing recordings of their voice, and I look for it while observing them perform simulated
            interviews, meetings, or sales calls. It takes a special person with a thick skin to work with me. I’m always respectful,
            but I pull no punches. Because of this, I’ve been hired and fired on the same day by people who were too accustomed to hearing
            “yes.” But those professionals who have stuck with me, who have refused to take yes for an answer, have seen their stars rise.
            And now I want to do the same for you.
         

         
         Don’t Take Yes for an Answer is a self-empowerment and self-assessment guide to achieving your fullest professional and personal potential for anyone who’s doing just fine but who wants to do amazing. I’ll show you how AWE-inspiring actions, words, body language, and new habits can elevate how impressively you are seen,
            heard, and received. And not just when you’re presenting as a keynote speaker or in a meeting, but in private—when you interact
            with individual clients, colleagues, and friends, and even with the casual acquaintance like your Uber driver. Drawing on
            my time-tested rules and advice, along with real-life examples of when you have it and when you don’t, and backed by research
            in the fields of social science, I’ll show you that the connections you make through “private speaking” are often the ones
            that can most significantly propel your career and personal life forward. You will learn a tried-and-true formula for success
            that will both incrementally and dramatically change the way you perform in all aspects of your life.
         

         
         The good news is that the space between good and great can be quite narrow. Often, a small tweak, a gentle adjustment, is
            all it takes to upgrade the trajectory of a career. Once you build your self-AWE-wareness and learn to increase and improve
            your AWE—and everyone can—you become the magnet in the room, the person whose ideas are valued and taken seriously, who speaks
            persuasively and impactfully, the person everyone wants to be around. It just takes practice. I make this bold claim without
            hesitation because I’ve seen this methodology work on celebrities, politicians, broadcasters, CEOs, and ordinary people of
            all ages and occupations. Developing AWE is the single biggest factor in determining whether you plateau or continue on to
            reach the highest levels of success.
         

         
         I found my calling because someone was kind enough and strong enough to tell me that I wasn’t as good as I thought I was. If I were to attend a symphony, I wouldn’t know that the violin was off key, but when it comes to human interaction, I have perfect pitch. If it hadn’t been for Turner Smith, I might have spent my whole life as a mediocre lawyer instead of a damn good agent. We need more Turner Smiths and Alfred Gellers in our lives, people who are willing to tell it to us straight, to force us to take a hard look at our strengths and weaknesses, and to guide us as we work to improve. But even if they recognize the importance of strong AWE, very few people in your orbit will have the guts to honestly tell you when you’re lacking in authority, warmth, or energy. I wrote this book to fill that gap. You’re about to learn a foolproof way to become a better communicator, make a better impression, build more trust, and draw more people to you. It’s those skills that will make the difference between a life spent in the middle and a life at the top. In my experience, it’s the person brave enough to do the self-analysis this exercise requires, and determined enough to put in the work to improve, who is favored to win. 

         
         My bet is on you.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1
What’s Blocking You?

         
         Gus got to the bar first and grabbed his favorite table in the corner, sitting with his back against the wall so his friend Emilio would easily spot him when he walked in. As he took his first sip of beer, he thought about how long he and Emilio had been meeting here. They had found it twenty-five years ago, at the end of a long day that they had begun by emptying out the apartment they’d shared while pursuing their MBAs, packing up their lives in a yellow moving van, and moving to the city. The bartender had mistaken them for brothers. With their similar build and coloring, it hadn’t been the first or last time. Their lives had followed parallel paths ever since. Both had landed positions as assistant brand managers at a global company. Both had proven themselves to be intelligent and hardworking, and were well liked among their colleagues. Both were happily married to equally intelligent, hardworking women and were raising terrific kids. Both had risen up the corporate ranks roughly around the same time. In the past few years, however, their careers had diverged. Gus had changed jobs and companies multiple times in pursuit of the pay raises and promotions he knew he deserved. His current position was a good fit, and over the last three years, during which he had brought in some lucrative customers, he had regularly earned positive reviews from his boss and his team. “Keep up the good work,” his boss had said during his last 360. He was optimistic that this, finally, was where he would be allowed to show his leadership chops and truly shine. It sure was taking a long time, though. Meanwhile, Emilio had continued his steady rise at the same firm that had trained and molded him, taking on bigger and bigger management roles before he’d finally been lured away with a sweet package to work for the number one competitor in the field. Tonight they were celebrating his recent promotion to senior vice president of global operations. 

         
         Finally, the door opened and Gus saw Emilio step in. His eyes quickly scanned the room, then locked in on his buddy sitting
            in the back. Gus raised his glass in a salute, smiling, but as he watched Emilio make his way to the bar to order his drink,
            he felt his stomach tighten a little. What the hell was that? Jealousy? He was happy for his friend, really he was. Still,
            he couldn’t help but wonder, why him and not me?
         

         
         Emilio slid into his chair, his scotch sloshing a little as he set it on the table. Gus held up his glass.

         
         “All hail the conquering hero!”

         
         Emilio grinned. “Shut up. No, seriously, thanks.”

         
         “Your days must be packed. You barely had time to breathe before; what’s it like now?”

         
         “Not so bad. I’m mean I’m busy, don’t get me wrong, and the days are long, but I’ve got a terrific team under me who—”

         
         “Janet still there?”

         
         “Yes, Janet is someone I talk to a lot about—”

         
         “Janet and I worked together back at PMI. She could command a room like nobody’s business. I’m not surprised she’s there.
            I should look her up.”
         

         
         “Yeah, she’s great. She was actually with me in Augusta when—”

         
         “Augusta for the Masters?”

         
         “Yes, we—”

         
         “You went to the Masters?”

         
         Emilio grinned. “I did. It was insane. You ever been on a private plane?”

         
         Gus took a sip of his beer before replying. “Uh, no.”

         
         “I’d never pay for it myself but I can’t lie, it’s a great way to travel. And you should see the company hospitality headquarters.
            They built these huge, gorgeous homes—”
         

         
         “Yeah, I’ve heard about those.”

         
         “Yeah, they’re beautiful. Lady Antebellum performed on—”

         
         “Jenny started listening to them a long time ago and I didn’t really get it, but we went to see them about two years ago and
            they were incredible. Good show.”
         

         
         An awkward silence descended over the table until Gus said, “Dude, I’m happy for you. Maybe one day my company will send me
            to the Masters, too.”
         

         
         Emilio looked at Gus sympathetically. “Hey, don’t sweat it. You’ll see, you’ll be next.”

         
         Gus made a face. “I don’t know. I’ve been there awhile now. They keep telling me I need to bring in more business, better
            clients. But I brought in that big account I told you about last year. What else am I supposed to do? I’m doing the best I
            can, you know?”
         

         
         Emilio shrugged. “Totally. You’re doing great. If they don’t see how much value you bring, the problem is them, not you. You
            need to find a company that appreciates you.”
         

         
         Gus nodded into his beer. Emilio was right. It was time to move on again.

         
         
            Look in the Mirror

            One could see this as a turning point in Gus’s life, a moment where he started getting serious about taking control of his professional life. Not me. As far as I’m concerned, Gus just grounded his career for good because he’s got spinach in his teeth and no one has the nerve to tell him. And if, like Gus, you’ve ticked off all the requisite boxes on your field’s checklist for professional advancement, yet seen yourself left behind as your colleagues and competitors zoomed up their career ladders, you’ve likely got spinach in your teeth, too. 

            
            Let me explain. Let’s say you prepared for weeks to make an important presentation, the kind where a close-up of your face
               will be projected on a big screen so everyone can get a good look at you. And let’s say that on that big day, when you stood
               up on the podium and began to speak, you revealed a little bit of leftover lunch—a piece of spinach lodged in between
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               	Is it that you don’t have the right education?

               
               	Is it that you don’t work hard enough?

               
               	Is it that you don’t work well with others?

               
               	Is it that you don’t have enough experience?

               
               	Is it that there is tension or conflict between you and your boss or other superiors?
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