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A note before you start.

Why do the people you most want to help — your team, your
clients, your kids, your partner — keep ignoring advice that would
obviously make their lives better?

You've thought about this. You've probably thought about it for a
long time. You've tried being clearer. You've tried being firmer.
You've tried being softer. You've tried writing it down. You've tried
not bringing it up at all and seeing if they figure it out on their own.
Some combination of these things has worked, sometimes, on some
people. But not the way you expected. And not on the ones you
wanted it to work on most.

There's a reason for that, and it's not what you think.

This is a book about why communication is much harder than you
think it is, and what to do about it. It's a single argument in three
parts. Part One is the first reason direct communication doesn't

work. Part Two is the worse reason. Part Three is the response.

Read them in order. If you skip ahead to the response, it'll look like
a marketing tactic instead of what it actually is — the only

mechanism that respects how minds are built.

Forty-something pages. One sitting.

Let's go.
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PART ONE

The Rocky
Road

Why what you say doesn't land.
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CHAPTER 1

The Tappers and the
Listeners

IN 1990, A DOCTORAL STUDENT AT STANFORD NAMED ELIZABETH NEWTON

ran an experiment.

She gathered eighty graduate students and gave each one a list of
twenty-five popular songs. Songs anyone would know. Happy
Birthday. The Star-Spangled Banner. Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star.
She told the students to pick three songs from the list and tap the
rhythm of each one with their fingers on a table. A second person

would listen and try to guess the song.

Before the listener guessed, Newton asked the tapper a question:
what percentage of listeners do you think will be able to identify the
tune?

The tappers' guesses ranged from 10% to 95%. The average was
50%. Half the time, the tappers thought, the listener would
correctly name the song they were tapping.

The actual rate was 2.5%.
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Not 50%. Not 25%. Two and a half percent. The reality was outside
the entire range of the tappers' estimates. Not a single tapper, in a
room full of Stanford graduate students, guessed low enough to be

correct.

Then Newton ran a second study to see if this gap could be closed
by feedback.

This time, the tappers could watch the listener as they tapped.
They saw the listener's face. They saw the confused expressions,
the slow guesses, the wrong answers. After all of that — after
watching the listener struggle in real time — the tappers made a

new estimate.
The new estimate was still 50%.
The new reality was 3%.

We don't just overestimate our ability to communicate before we
communicate. We overestimate it after. Even when we are watching

the failure happen in front of us, we cannot feel it.

Newton called the dissertation The Rocky Road from Actions to
Intentions. It's still the most important sixty pages I've ever read on

the subject of communication, and I keep a copy of it on my desk.
Here is why.

When the tapper taps, the song is playing in their head. Full melody,
lyrics, instruments, the swell of the chorus, the way the bridge
resolves. The tapping doesn't feel like tapping to them. It feels like
the whole song. And because the song is so vivid in the tapper's
head, the tapper assumes the listener must be hearing some

version of it too. They have to be. Right?
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They aren't. The listener is hearing a finger hit a table.

That gap — between the symphony in the tapper's head and the
percussion the listener actually receives — is the gap that exists in

every conversation you have ever had.

You walk away from a conversation with your business partner

thinking you've aligned on the strategy. You haven't. They heard
tapping.

You explain to your team why this quarter is different. They nod.
They didn't hear it. They heard tapping.

You tell your kid, for the third time, why this thing matters. They
look at you. They heard tapping.

This is the first wall.

We cannot trust our own sense of having been understood. The
feeling of having communicated clearly is not evidence that we
communicated at all. It is the song playing in our own head, and we

are mistaking it for music in someone else's.
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CHAPTER 2

Why You Can't Feel It
Happening

NEWTON'S EXPERIMENT IS FAMOUS IN PSYCHOLOGY CIRCLES. THE GRADUATE
students who hear about it for the first time always have the same
reaction, which is to immediately try to think of a reason it doesn't
apply to them.

"That's because it was tapping. Tapping is a really limited medium.
Real conversation has tone, and body language, and feedback loops.

The gap can't be that big in a real conversation."

This is the wrong instinct, and it's the wrong instinct in a specific
way that's worth understanding.

The mechanism that produced the 50%/2.5% gap isn't about

tapping. It's about what's in your head versus what's in theirs.

When the tapper taps, they have the entire song playing internally.
Not just the rhythm — the melody, the lyrics, the production, the
emotional arc of the chorus. Their brain is filling in everything the
tapping leaves out. To them, the tapping isn't the message. The
tapping is one thin slice of the message, and the rest is so vivid in
their own head that they can't tell it isn't being transmitted.
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The listener has none of that. The listener has finger taps on a
table.

Now think about what happens when you explain something to
another person. It doesn't matter if it's a strategy, a feeling, a piece
of advice, a story about your day. In your head, the thing you're
trying to communicate has texture. It has context. It has the seven-
teen prior experiences that made you believe what you believe. It
has the conversation you had last Tuesday that crystallized it. It has
the version of the idea you considered and rejected. It has the
emotional weight of why this matters to you specifically, today, in

the way you're saying it.
You don't say any of that. You can't. You'd be talking for three hours.

So you say a sentence or two — the tapping — and you assume that
the person across from you is hearing something close to what you
mean. They aren't. They're hearing your sentence. They're filling in
the gaps with their seventeen prior experiences, their last Tuesday,
their version of the idea, their emotional weight.

Whatever they walk away with is not what you said. It's what they
constructed in their own head from the small piece of information

you gave them.

This is true even when communication seems to go perfectly. Espe-
cially when it seems to go perfectly. The smoother a conversation
feels, the more confident both parties are that they've understood
each other — and the wider the gap between what each of them

actually heard.
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There's a name for the part of this you can feel. It's the gap between
intention and action. You intend to do a thing. You don't do the
thing. The road from one to the other is rocky. Newton's title points
at this. Most of us only notice it inside our own heads — I meant to
call my mom this week and didn't. But the same gap exists between
two people. You intend to communicate something. You commu-

nicate something else. The road is rocky in both directions.

The harder version of Newton's finding is the one most people miss.
It isn't we overestimate our ability to communicate. It's the second

study.

We grossly overestimate how well we have communicated after the

communication has taken place.
Read that again.

Even when the failure has already happened. Even when the
listener is sitting right there with a confused look on their face.
Even when the evidence of the gap is in front of us, in real time,
with no possibility of misinterpretation — we still believe we got the

song across.

This is the part that makes Rocky Road so dangerous. It isn't just
that direct communication fails. It's that we can't feel the failure
happening, and we can't feel it after, and we can't feel it even when

we're watching it. Our internal song is too loud.

So we walk out of the meeting believing we aligned the team, when

we didn't.

We hang up the call believing the client understood the offer, when
they didn't.
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We finish the conversation with our partner believing they got it
this time, when they didn't.

And then, weeks or months later, when nothing has changed, when
the team didn't execute, when the client ghosted, when the partner
did the thing again — we get angry at them.

We say "but I told them."

And we mean it. We really did tell them. From inside our own head,
with the music playing, we transmitted the whole song. We can still

hear it now, perfectly, when we play it back.

They never heard it.
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CHAPTER 3

The First Wall

[F YOU'RE TRYING TO CHANGE SOMEONE'S BEHAVIOR THROUGH DIRECT
communication, you are starting from a position you didn't know

you were in.

Before the question of will they act on what I said? there is a ques-
tion you skipped:

Did they hear what I said?
Most of the time, no.

Not because they weren't paying attention. Not because they're
stupid. Not because you weren't clear. Because the architecture of
how minds talk to each other is structurally lossy, and the loss is
invisible to the person doing the talking. You can't fix it by being
clearer. Clarity is a property of the music in your own head. It's not

a property of what gets received.

You can't fix it by repeating yourself. Repeating tapping is just more

tapping.

You can't fix it by getting frustrated. Frustration is the sound of
someone realizing the song didn't transmit and blaming the listener

for not hearing it.
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You can't fix it by writing it down. Writing has the same problem.
The reader fills in the gaps with their experiences, not yours. The
text on the page is the tapping. What lands in their head is what

they construct from it.
This is the first wall.

It is taller than you think and wider than you think and you cannot
climb it by pushing harder against it. Every additional unit of effort
you put into being clear, being firm, being repetitive, being well-
organized — every one of those units gets converted, on the other
side of the wall, into more tapping. The listener still hears finger
taps on a table. They just hear more of them, more loudly, more
often.

This is what most communication advice misses. The advice
industry — books, courses, frameworks, scripts — almost all of it is
about how to be a better tapper. Tap more clearly. Tap with
confidence. Tap with structure. Tap with stories.

The tapping isn't the problem.

The problem is that no amount of tapping produces a song in a
listener's head unless the listener's head already contains the song.
The work isn't to tap better. The work is to figure out how to put
the song in their head in a way that doesn't depend on tapping.

That work is most of this book. We'll get to it in Part Three.

But before we do, there is a worse problem.
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Even if you could solve Rocky Road — even if you could somehow
get the song fully and accurately into another person's head,
exactly the way it lives in yours — you still wouldn't have changed

their behavior.

You'd have communicated perfectly. They'd nod. They'd agree.
They'd thank you for the insight.

And then they'd go back to doing exactly what they were doing.
Because the second wall isn't about communication.

It's about why minds, even when they understand perfectly, still

refuse to move.
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PART TWO

The Certainty
of Misery

Why even what does land doesn't
change behavior.

_15_
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CHAPTER 4

Satir

"Most people prefer the
certainty of misery to
the misery of
uncertainty."

VIRGINIA SATIR

SIT WITH THAT FOR A SECOND BEFORE YOU KEEP READING.

Virginia Satir was one of the most influential family therapists of
the twentieth century. She started practicing in the 1950s, in an era
when the dominant model of therapy was the patient on the couch
and the therapist taking notes. She didn't do that. She worked with
whole families in the same room. She believed that nobody changes
alone, and that the patterns people get stuck in are held in place by
the systems they live inside.

She spent forty years watching people refuse to change.
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She watched alcoholics who knew their drinking was killing them,
and who had been told this by doctors, and partners, and their own
children, and themselves — and who kept drinking anyway. She
watched couples who had been miserable for fifteen years sit
across from each other in her office and choose, again, to stay. She
watched parents repeat the patterns their parents used on them,
with full awareness that those patterns had hurt them, and wonder

why the same patterns were now hurting their kids.

After forty years of watching, she said the line above. It is the most
important sentence I have ever read about why people don't
change.

The line is short, so it's easy to misread. It looks like she's calling
people stupid. She isn't. Most people prefer the certainty of misery to
the misery of uncertainty. That's not a moral failing. That's a

description of what the brain is actually optimizing for.

The brain is not, as you might assume, optimizing for happiness. It
is not optimizing for outcomes. It is not optimizing for the life you
say you want. It is optimizing for one thing, above all others, and

once you see this you can't unsee it.

The brain is optimizing for
predictability.
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CHAPTER 5

Why the Brain Prefers
Known Misery

THE REASON THE BRAIN OPTIMIZES FOR PREDICTABILITY IS THAT UNCERTAINTY

is metabolically expensive.

A brain operating in a known environment runs on rails. It doesn't
have to make new decisions about most things. Where do I sleep
tonight? In my bed. What am I going to eat? Probably the same five
things I always eat. How will my partner respond if I bring this up?
Some version of how they responded last time. The known environ-
ment lets the brain run on autopilot for the vast majority of its
operations, which is good, because the brain is one of the most
expensive organs in the body. It uses about twenty percent of your
daily caloric intake to run, and most of that energy goes to keeping
the lights on.

A brain operating in a new environment can't run on rails. Every
decision is fresh. Every response is uncalibrated. Where do I sleep
tonight? In a hotel I've never been to. What do I eat? Whatever this
menu says. How will the new person respond if I bring this up? I
have no idea. New environments require the brain to build new
maps in real time, and building new maps is expensive in a way the

brain genuinely hates.
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This is why people get tired on vacation. It's why you sleep poorly
the first night in a new city. It's why moving houses is one of the
top stressors in human life, even when you're moving somewhere
better. None of those things are objectively hard. They're hard
because the brain is doing more work than it normally does, and
the brain doesn't like doing more work.

Now apply this to behavior change.

When someone decides to change their behavior — really change it,
not just talk about changing it — what they are signing up for is the
deliberate destruction of their own predictability. The map they've
spent years building has to be thrown out. A new map has to be
built in real time, in the dark, with no guarantee that the new
territory is better than the old one. The brain, which has been
calmly running the old map on three percent power consumption,
is now being asked to spend ten or twenty times that just to get
through the day.

It's a bad deal. The brain knows it's a bad deal. So the brain refuses.

Not consciously. The person consciously wants to change. They've
set the goal. They've made the resolution. They've told their friends.
Consciously, they are fully on board. But the brain isn't conscious-
ness. The brain is an organ, and the organ has been clear about its

preferences for two hundred thousand years.

The certainty of the current life is more tolerable than the uncer-
tainty of the new one. Even if the current life is full of misery. Even
if the new one would be objectively better. Because better is not

what the brain is solving for. Predictable is.
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This is why people stay in jobs they hate. They know exactly how
much they hate the job. The hatred is a known quantity. Leaving the
job introduces unknown quantities, and the brain would rather

optimize for the known hatred than the unknown anything.

This is why marriages that ended emotionally years ago stay legally
intact. The dead marriage has known coordinates. Divorce has

unknown coordinates. The known wound wins.

This is why people who clearly need to fire a client, end a friend-
ship, leave a city, sell a business, change a habit — and who can

articulate, in detail, exactly why they need to — don't.

Not because they're weak. Not because they don't really want what
they say they want. Because the math of the brain is not the math

of the resolution.
The certainty of misery beats the misery of uncertainty.

Every time.
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CHAPTER 6

The Second Wall

NOW PUT THE TWO FINDINGS ON TOP OF EACH OTHER AND LOOK AT WHAT YOU

have.

Wall One. Rocky Road. What you say to another person doesn't land
the way you think it does. The gap between the song in your head
and the tapping they receive is invisible to you, even when you're

watching the failure happen.

Wall Two. Satir. Even if the song did land — even if you somehow
got past Wall One and the message arrived in their head exactly the
way it lives in yours — they still wouldn't change. Because changing
means giving up the certainty of who they currently are for the
uncertainty of who they might become, and the brain refuses that

trade.

Stand back from these two walls and look at what they imply
together.

When you give someone direct, honest, well-meant advice — "you

should leave that job," "you should fire that client," "you need to start

you should leave that relationship,

exercising, you have to stop
drinking like this" — you are operating against a stack of two fail-

ures.
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The advice probably isn't received the way you mean it. That's Wall
One. They heard tapping, not the song.

And even if it were received perfectly, it wouldn't produce behavior
change. That's Wall Two. The brain on the receiving end is already

optimizing against the change you're suggesting.

You can be the most articulate, the most caring, the most clear, the
most well-positioned person in their life — and the architecture of
how minds work is structurally rigged against your message landing
and producing change. The structure is rigged twice. Once at the

gate, once after the gate.

This is not a character flaw in the people you're trying to help. It is
not a sign that they don't really care, or that they don't trust you, or
that they secretly want to fail. It is the brain doing exactly what
brains have evolved to do — protect predictability at all costs,
including the cost of staying in pain.

If you take only one thing from this book, take this:

Direct communication, as a
behavior change tool, is
structurally broken.

It is not a question of whether you communicated well enough. It is
not a question of whether they were listening hard enough. The

tool itself does not produce the outcome. You can hand someone
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the perfect script, delivered perfectly, in the perfect emotional
context, and it will not change their behavior in any reliable way.

Because the script wasn't the problem. The walls were.

This is the moment in the book where most readers experience a
particular kind of grief. They run a search through their own life.
The conversation they had with their parent that should have
changed things and didn't. The talk they had with their team that
should have aligned everyone and didn't. The advice they gave their
best friend, the one they were so proud of for being honest enough
to say, the one that landed exactly the way they hoped it would —
and that produced no change, and so eventually they stopped
giving it, and now they don't know what to do with the relationship

anymore.

If you've felt that grief reading this, sit with it for a minute. It's

important.

What you're feeling is the recognition that the way you have been
trying to help the people you love has been operating against forces

you didn't know existed.
Now the question.

If direct communication can't reach them, and reaching them

wouldn't change them — what does?

What is the actual mechanism that produces behavior change in

another human being?

Because something does. Behavior change is not impossible. People
do change. They change in therapy. They change in twelve-step

programs. They change after a particular conversation with a
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particular person at a particular moment, in ways they can't fully
explain afterward. They change when they read a certain book at a
certain time and the book seems to know them. They change when
they meet someone whose presence makes them feel, for the first
time, that change is safe.

There is a mechanism. It works. It is not direct communication. It is
not advice. It is not sales technique. It is not any of the things that

the advice industry sells.

It is a different operation entirely. And it has the property that it
respects both walls — it bypasses Rocky Road by changing how the
message is delivered, and it sidesteps Satir by removing the
requirement that the listener tolerate uncertainty in order to
change.

It is the only thing that does this.
It has a name.

The rest of this book is about it.

T foundryschool.co/stealth



PART THREE

The Response

Stealth Influence as the only
mechanism that respects how minds
actually work.
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CHAPTER 7

Naming the Move

THE MECHANISM HAS A NAME. IT HAS HAD SEVERAL NAMES OVER THE YEARS,
in different traditions, applied to different domains. Therapists have
one name for it. FBI hostage negotiators have another. Salespeople
who are good at their job, the rare ones, have a third. The Greeks

had a name for it twenty-five hundred years ago.
The name I use is Stealth Influence.

[ didn't invent it. A friend of mine, Chris Axelrad, started using the
word stealth a few years ago to describe how he worked with
clients. I'd been calling it invisible influence for a long time before

that, but Chris's word was better, so I took it.

Here's the definition that matters:

Stealth Influence is the
practice of helping someone
arrive at a new belief or
behavior on their own terms —
by managing how the message
is delivered (the response to
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Rocky Road) and by removing
the requirement that they
tolerate uncertainty in order to
change (the response to Satir).

Read it twice. There are two halves and they correspond exactly to

the two walls.

The first half — managing how the message is delivered — is the
response to Rocky Road. Direct delivery doesn't work, because the
listener fills in the gaps with their own internal song and constructs
something different from what you said. Stealth Influence solves
this by changing the mode of delivery. Not louder tapping. Not
clearer tapping. A different operation entirely, where the message
arrives in the listener's head without the listener having to receive

it as a message.

The second half — removing the requirement that they tolerate
uncertainty in order to change — is the response to Satir. The Satir
wall exists because changing requires giving up known certainty for
unknown territory, and the brain refuses that trade. Stealth
Influence solves this by flipping the order. Instead of asking the
listener to tolerate uncertainty in order to arrive at a new conclu-
sion, you let them arrive at the conclusion first, by their own

reasoning, in their own time, on their own terms.

And here is the thing that makes the whole approach work, which I

want you to understand before we go any further:
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When someone arrives at a new conclusion themselves, by their
own reasoning, the conclusion is not uncertain to them. They've
already done the internal work to make it certain. The Satir wall has
nothing to push against, because by the time the new behavior is on
the table, the brain has already metabolized the uncertainty into
new predictability. There is no map to throw out. The new map has
been quietly built underneath the old one, on its own schedule,

while the old one was still in operation.
This is why Stealth Influence works.
This is the only reason it works.

Every technique in this book and the toolkit that follows it is in
service of that one mechanism. Get the message in without the
listener having to receive it as a message. Let them arrive at the
conclusion themselves. By the time they own the conclusion, it isn't

uncertain anymore.
That's the whole game.

The chapters that follow this one are not new tricks. They're not
closing techniques. They're not manipulation tactics dressed up in
better clothes. They are the operational forms that this single

principle takes when you put it into practice.

Three operational forms, specifically. The first is about how you
show up. The second is about how the message travels. The third is

about how the conclusion gets built.
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Each one bypasses one or both walls. None of them require the
listener to know that anything is happening. All of them require you
to care more about the outcome for the other person than you care

about being seen as the source of it.

That last part is the only reason most people can't do this. We'll get
to that.
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CHAPTER 8

Manage Appearances

THE FIRST OPERATIONAL FORM IS ABOUT HOW YOU SHOW UP BEFORE ANY

communication happens.

People walk into every conversation with their guard up. Not
consciously. Not because they don't trust you. They walk in with
their guard up because brains have been pattern-matching for
threats for two hundred thousand years, and one of the threats
brains pattern-match for is being changed by another person. The
defense system that protects predictability — the Satir wall — gets
activated the moment the brain perceives that someone is trying to
influence it.

You can watch this happen in real time. Someone tells you, before
they start talking, "I'm going to give you some advice." What happens
in your body? You get smaller. You cross your arms. You start
composing your defenses before you've heard a single word of the
advice. You haven't decided to do this. Your nervous system did it

for you.

The defense system doesn't care whether the advice is good. It
doesn't care whether the person giving it loves you. It only cares
that an external agent is now trying to put something into your
head, and the something might require you to change, and

changing is expensive. So the wall goes up.
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This means that the first move of Stealth Influence — before any
words are spoken, before any story is told, before any question is

asked — is to not trigger the wall in the first place.

That sounds obvious. It is not obvious. Most people, when they
want to influence someone, do exactly the opposite. They
announce their intent. "I want to talk to you about something." "I

think you should consider this." "Let me give you some feedback." Each
one of those phrases triggers the wall before the actual content
arrives. The wall goes up. The listener tightens. Whatever you say
next has to climb the wall before it can land, and we already know

how well climbing the wall works.
The move is to look like you are not trying to influence at all.

That doesn't mean lying about your intent. It means understanding
that the form of the conversation tells the listener whether to put
the wall up. A man on stage with a slide deck and a conclusion is
announcing an attempt to influence. A friend at dinner who is
genuinely curious about your week is not, even if the friend ends up

changing your life over dessert.

There's a phrase that captures this better than any framework I've
found. People who have worked with me on this stuff almost always

say some version of it eventually:

"This worked way better than therapy."

It's not because I'm a therapist. I'm not. It's because therapy works
best when you don't know you're being therapized, and most

therapy clients know exactly when therapy is happening, which
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means the wall is up the entire fifty minutes. The therapist has to
work over the wall. Most therapy is the slow erosion of the wall by a

patient professional who has been trained to wait it out.

You don't have fifty minutes a week with the people you're trying to
help. You have a dinner. You have a phone call. You have a passing
comment in a hallway. The wall has to be down already, or the

conversation can't do its work.

So the first move is to be the kind of person, in the kind of context,
in the kind of register, where the listener's defenses don't activate
in the first place. Curious. Helpful. Genuinely interested. Not
selling. Not teaching. Not fixing.

You can't fake this. The defense system is older than language. It
can detect performative interest from across a room. People who
try to use Stealth Influence as a technique, while still being intern-
ally focused on the outcome they want, get caught immediately.
The brain in front of you knows.

The only way to make the first move work is to actually care more
about the person than the outcome. To be willing to walk away
from the conversation having planted nothing, if planting requires

being someone you aren't.

This is the part that filters the people who can do this skill from the
people who can't. It isn't intelligence. It isn't training. It's character.
People who need to be the source of the change, who need to be
seen as helpful, who need credit for the insight — they can't do this.
The need leaks out of them in tone and posture, and the listener

feels it and the wall goes up.
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People who genuinely don't care whether they're seen, who are
happy for the listener to walk away thinking the insight was their
own, who are playing a longer game than the conversation in front

of them — they can.
That's the first move. Show up in a way that doesn't trigger the wall.

The second move is what to do once the wall is down.
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CHAPTER 9

The Dolphin

A FEW YEARS AGO, | WAS AT A DINNER WITH ABOUT A DOZEN PEOPLE. MOST
of them I didn't know well. We were sitting around a long table, the
conversations had broken into the smaller groups that long tables
produce, and I was talking with a friend named David, who was

sitting next to me.

[ told David, in passing, that dolphins sleep with only half their

brain at a time.

This is true. It's called unihemispheric sleep. Dolphins can't go fully
unconscious because they would stop swimming and drown. So
they evolved to shut down one hemisphere of the brain at a time
and keep the other one running. The eye on the same side as the
awake hemisphere stays open. The eye on the same side as the
sleeping hemisphere closes. They sleep with one eye on the world.

I told David this because it's a cool fact and David is the kind of
person who likes cool facts. We talked about it for maybe two
minutes. I described the neuroscience. I mentioned that some birds
do it too, on long migrations. I said something about how it makes
you wonder what consciousness even is, if you can have half of it at

a time.

Then the conversation moved on.
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[ want you to notice what I just told you about the dinner, because
the entire principle this book is built on is contained in it, and most

readers will miss it.
[ was not talking to David.

I was talking to David, technically. The words came out of my mouth
and went into his ears. But the actual audience for the conversation
was the ten other people at the table. They were having their own
conversations, but they could overhear ours, because long tables
are constructed in a way that makes overhearing inevitable. They
heard the dolphin fact. They heard me explain it with genuine
interest. They heard David engage with it. They heard a real,
undefended, curious exchange between two people who weren't
trying to sell anyone anything.

The week after that dinner, five of those ten people reached out to

me wanting to enroll in our program.

Our program had nothing to do with dolphins. It had nothing to do
with sleep. It had nothing to do with consciousness. The program
was about business strategy. The dolphin conversation was not, on
its face, related to our program in any way.

But here is what happened in the heads of the ten people at the
table.

They saw a man at dinner who was genuinely interested in the
world. He explained something complicated in a way that was clear
and warm. He didn't try to teach anyone anything — he was just

talking to his friend. He didn't try to be impressive. He didn't try to
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be funny. He didn't perform. He was, in their assessment, the kind
of person they wanted to spend time with. The kind of person

whose program might be worth being in.

They constructed all of that themselves. I didn't tell them any of it. I
told David about dolphins.

Now look at what just happened against the two walls.

Wall One was bypassed. I didn't ask the ten people to listen to me.
They overheard. Overhearing is a fundamentally different mode of
attention than listening. When you listen, your brain is filtering,
defending, evaluating, deciding whether to accept what's being
said. When you overhear, your brain has its guard down, because
nothing is being directed at you. The information arrives into a
brain whose filters are off. Whatever is in the conversation lands at
full strength.

Wall Two was bypassed. I didn't ask anyone at the table to change
anything. I didn't suggest they should enroll in a program. I didn't
tell them they should think differently about business or sleep or
consciousness or anything else. The conversation was about
dolphins. They drew their own conclusions — about me, about what
kind of program I might run, about whether they wanted to be in a
room with me more often. By the time they reached out the next
week, they had spent days metabolizing those conclusions into
certainty. There was no uncertainty left to tolerate. The brain had

already done the work.

This is what Stealth Influence looks like in operation. One conver-

sation about dolphins, two walls bypassed, five enrollments.
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If I had stood up at the dinner and said "I run a program and you
should enroll," I would have triggered both walls. They would have
heard tapping. They would have heard a sales pitch. The brains

would have raised defenses. None of them would have reached out.

The dolphin story works because it doesn't look like influence. It
works because it isn't, in any moment of its execution, an attempt
to influence. It is a man telling his friend about dolphins. The influ-
ence is a side effect of the man being the kind of person who talks
about dolphins like that, in front of people, without performing. The
form of the conversation does the work. The content is almost

irrelevant.

You don't have to talk about dolphins. You can talk about anything
that's true and interesting and that you actually care about. The
principle is the same: don't talk to your audience. Talk to one
person, in front of your audience, about something real. Let them

overhear. Let them construct.

This is one of the most powerful moves I know, and it almost never

gets taught, because it can't be turned into a script.
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CHAPTER 10

The Socratic Move

THE THIRD OPERATIONAL FORM IS ABOUT HOW YOU HANDLE YOURSELF WHEN

you do have to address someone directly.

You won't always be able to use the dolphin move. Sometimes you
have to talk to the person, not in front of them. A coaching call. A
sales conversation. A serious talk with your kid. A meeting with
your team. The form of the conversation is direct, and the listener

knows you are talking to them, and the wall is up by default.

You still want to influence them. You still need to move them from
where they are to somewhere better. And you can't pretend you're

not trying to.

The move that works in this situation is twenty-five hundred years

old and we got it from a man who never wrote it down.
Socrates didn't argue. He asked questions.

If you read Plato's dialogues, especially the early ones, you see
Socrates do the same thing over and over. Someone makes a
confident claim. Socrates asks a question that, on the surface, looks
like a humble request for clarification. "I don't quite understand —
could you help me see how that follows?" The person elaborates.
Socrates asks another question. The person elaborates again. After

three or four rounds, the person has talked themselves into a posi-
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tion they didn't realize they were holding. After three or four more,
they've talked themselves out of their original claim. They walk
away believing they've thought through the issue carefully and

arrived at a more sophisticated view.

What happened is that Socrates planted a seed of doubt in their
original position by asking exactly the right question, and then got

out of the way and let them do the work themselves.

The technique has five parts. They are simple to name and very
hard to do.

Play down your own intelligence. The wall goes up the moment the
listener perceives that you know more than they do, because then
they're being taught, and being taught means being changed by an
external agent, and the wall protects against exactly that. So you
don't act like the smart person. You act like the curious person. You
ask questions you genuinely want answered. The listener relaxes
because you're not above them. Now you're side by side. Walls don't

go up between people who are side by side.

Compliment what's working in their thinking. Find the part of
their position that is actually right, and acknowledge it sincerely.
"That part makes complete sense to me, especially the way you
framed it." This does two things. It tells them their position has
been heard, which lowers the need to defend it. And it commits
them, in their own head, to the part of their position you compli-
mented — which makes the parts you didn't compliment suddenly
more visible to them. They start to wonder why you only
mentioned that one part.
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Ask the question that surfaces the gap. This is the hardest part,
and the part that takes the most practice. The right question is one
that they cannot answer easily using the framework they currently
hold. It isn't a leading question. It isn't a gotcha. It's a genuine
question that points at the part of their position they haven't fully
thought through. "How do you think about it when X happens?" Then
you wait. You don't fill the silence. You don't supply the answer. You

let them sit with the question.

Plant the seed and walk away. Once the question is on the table,
your job is to stop talking about it. The wrong move is to push for
an answer, or to elaborate on the question, or to suggest where the
answer might lie. All of those moves activate the wall. The right
move is to let the conversation move on. The question stays in their
head. They will think about it that night, while they're brushing
their teeth. They will think about it the next day, in the shower.
They will think about it for a week. The seed metabolizes. By the
time they come back to it, the answer they arrive at is theirs, and
the certainty has rebuilt around it, and the new conclusion is now

safe.

Never argue. Never preach. Force creates counterforce. Every
direct attempt to push your view onto theirs makes their view stur-
dier, because the brain treats unwelcome influence the way the
immune system treats a pathogen. The harder you push, the more
antibodies the listener produces. So you don't push. You ask. You

wait. You walk away. You trust the seed.

There is a line that captures all five of these at once. It comes from
watching how Socratic conversations actually work, over years,

with hundreds of people:
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People rarely question the
conclusions they have come to
themselves.

This is the whole game. Stealth Influence is not about getting
people to accept your conclusions. It is about giving them the
materials to construct better conclusions in their own head, and
then trusting them to do it.

The conclusions they construct will be theirs. They will defend
them against their friends. They will explain them at dinner parties.
They will say "I figured something out recently" and tell the story of
the conclusion as if it had emerged from nowhere, as if you had
nothing to do with it.

If you need credit for the conclusion, this skill is closed to you.

If you don't, this skill is the most powerful tool for helping people
that exists.
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CHAPTER 11

The Returning Planes

IN THE SECOND WORLD WAR, THE ALLIES HAD A PROBLEM.

Bombers kept getting shot down at unsustainable rates. The planes
that did make it back were studied carefully, and the bullet holes
were mapped. The wings took the most fire. The tail and fuselage
took heavy fire. Certain parts of the engines were perforated
repeatedly.

The instinct, and the recommendation that came back from a lot of
smart people, was to put more armor on those spots. The wings,
the tail, the fuselage. Reinforce the places that took the most

bullets. It was the obvious move. It was the wrong move.

A statistician named Abraham Wald pointed out what was actually
happening. The planes being studied were the ones that came back.
The bullet holes on those planes were in places where a plane could
be shot and still fly home. The planes that took bullets in other
places — the engine core, the cockpit, the fuel lines — weren't in the

study at all, because they hadn't returned.

Where the armor needed to go wasn't where the bullets were. It
was where the bullets weren't. The clean spots on the returning
planes were the spots where damage was fatal. That's where the
protection belonged.
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This is the most important frame I know for thinking about the dark

side of Stealth Influence.

Almost everything bad that
happens with this skill happens
through well-intentioned
people who never realized they
were doing it.

The malicious version — the cult leader, the abuser, the manipu-
lator with bad intent — exists, and we'll talk about it. But the cult
leader is a returning plane. You can see the bullet holes. The
damage is visible. The pattern is legible enough that anyone paying

attention can identify it, name it, walk away from it.

The dangerous version is the one nobody is studying. A founder
who runs sales calls that work because she's intuitively good at the
dolphin move, who genuinely wants to help her clients, who has
never thought about whether the people on her calls are arriving at
conclusions because the conclusions are true or because she's
gotten very good at engineering the room. A coach who builds
testimonials walls without realizing that the way he selects testi-
monials is itself a Stealth Influence move on every future prospect.
A parent who has read enough self-help books to know that direct
confrontation doesn't work and now uses indirect framing with
their kid without thinking carefully about whether the kid's

resulting beliefs are the kid's or the parent's.
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None of these people are bad. None of them are doing anything that
would register on the moral instruments most people have. They're
using the skill, and the skill works, and the results look like
outcomes everyone wanted. The bullet holes are in places that

don't bring the plane down.

But somewhere out there are the planes that didn't come back.
Clients who got talked into things that weren't right for them, who
never told anyone, who just quietly carry the bad outcome and
write it off as their own fault. Kids whose beliefs turned out to be
their parents' beliefs in a more sophisticated form, and who spend
years untangling that in their thirties. Customers whose testimo-
nials are real but were elicited at moments of emotional susceptib-
ility, in ways the customer wouldn't fully endorse if they thought

about it carefully.

Those planes are real. They aren't in the data because they haven't

come back to tell us.

This is the part of Stealth Influence that scares me most, and it's

the part that took me longest to see.

When [ was learning this skill, I assumed the danger was the
obvious bad actor. I assumed the work was to not become a manip-

ulator. I assumed if I cared about people, the skill would stay clean.

That's wrong, and the reason it's wrong is the same reason putting
armor where the bullets are is wrong. Caring about people doesn't
protect you from doing damage you can't see. It protects you from
the visible damage. The invisible damage continues, because the
damage is invisible precisely because the people who got hurt
didn't make it back to tell you.
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Here is the test I run on myself before any conversation where I'm

trying to move someone:

Am I trying to plant a belief that serves them,

or one that serves me?

The test isn't moral. It's diagnostic. Both can be true at once — most
of the time both are true at once — and the question is which one

I'm actually optimizing for if it came down to it.

If the belief serves them, I should be able to articulate, specifically,
what they get if they hold it. Not what I get. Not what the
relationship gets. What they get. Their life. Their work. Their kids.

Their mornings.

If T can't articulate it crisply, that's a signal. Not that I'm a bad
person. Just that the belief I'm trying to plant might be more about
me than [ think it is.

The second test, which is harder, is this:

If they arrived at the opposite conclusion
through their own reasoning, would I respect
their decision?

If the answer is yes, the skill is working in service of them. If the
answer is no — if I would consider their reasoning faulty, their
conclusion mistaken, their choice something I need to keep

working on — then I'm not actually trying to help them reason

~45- foundryschool.co/stealth



better. I'm trying to get them to a specific endpoint and using
Stealth Influence as the path. That's the captured-behavior pattern

in operation, regardless of whether I think I'm a good person.

The cult leader is recognizable because the captured behavior is
obvious. The well-meaning operator is dangerous because the

captured behavior is subtle and the operator can't see it.

The protection — and this is the only protection that actually works
— is to run these tests honestly and to walk away from

conversations where the tests fail.

That's the work. Not vigilance against external bad actors. Vigilance
against the version of yourself who would use this skill to get an

outcome that serves you while telling yourself it serves them.

The armor goes where the bullets aren't.
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PART FOUR

The
Practitioner

Who this is for, what comes next.
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CHAPTER 12

The Two Wants

THERE ARE TWO WANTS AND THEY LOOK IDENTICAL FROM THE OUTSIDE.

The first want is to help someone. You see a person who is stuck,
you can see the move that would unstick them, you care about the
outcome they'd have if they were unstuck, and you do the work to
put them in the position to see it. The reward, if there is one, is
internal. You watch them move. You feel something quiet about it.
You go to bed.

The second want is to be the person who helped someone. You see
the same stuck person, you can see the same move, you do similar-
looking work — but somewhere inside the work, there's a question
running in the background. Will they know it was me? Will they
thank me? Will they tell someone else that I was the one who said the
thing that mattered? If those questions get answered the right way,
you feel something different. Not quiet. Closer to relief, or

vindication, or a small click of validation.

These two wants look identical when theyre both producing
results. The work looks the same from outside. The conversation

sounds the same. The outcome — if the work is good — is the same.
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But the wants are different. Knowing which one you're actually
running is the most important diagnostic you can run on yourself in

this work.

[ want to be clear about something before I go further. This isn't a
moral chapter. I'm not saying the second want is bad. I run the
second want constantly. Most days I notice some version of it in
myself before noon. The two wants are not good and evil. They're
not character and weakness. They're two different things a person
can want from the same situation, and most operators want both at

once.

The reality I want you to see is that they're different. And the
difference matters because the second want is the one that breaks
the skill.

Here's what happens when you're running the second want without

knowing it.

You're in a conversation with someone you want to move. You ask
the Socratic question — the right one, the one that surfaces the gap
in their thinking. They sit with it. They start to construct the

answer themselves.

If you're running the first want — [ want them to arrive somewhere
better — what happens next is silence. You wait. You let the seed
metabolize. The conversation moves on. They text you a week later
having reached the conclusion in the shower. They tell you about it

like it was their idea. You agree it was a great insight. You go to bed.

If you're running the second want — I want them to arrive some-
where better and I want them to know I was the one who got them

there — something else happens. You feel a small pressure in the
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silence. You worry they're going to miss the conclusion you teed
up. You add a sentence to help. Then another. Then a clarifying
example. Then a question that's slightly less open than the first one.
By the third minute you're explaining the answer to them. The skill
has collapsed back into the thing the book says doesn't work —
tapping, in finger-rhythm, on a table, with a song playing only in

your head.

The collapse happens because the second want needs the credit,
and credit requires the listener to know you were the source. So
the second want, even when it's quiet, even when you'd swear you
don't have it, gradually pulls you toward making the conclusion

legible as yours.
This is the leak nobody sees in themselves.

You can be the most well-intentioned person in someone's life and
still be running the second want and still be slowly converting a
Stealth Influence conversation into a regular sales pitch in real
time. The other person feels the conversion. Their wall comes up.
They start defending their original position more strongly than
before, because the conversation has stopped being about their
thinking and started being about your insight. The seed never
plants. Nothing changes. You go home and tell yourself they weren't
ready.

They were ready. You needed credit more than you needed the

outcome, and the need leaked, and the conversation broke.

The test I run on myself — and this is the only one I've found that

actually works — is to ask, before the conversation begins:
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Am I willing to plant the seed and have them

never know it was me?

Not in theory. Not as a virtue I'd like to embody. Actually willing. If
they reach the conclusion next year and tell the story at a dinner
party and credit it to someone else, or to no one, or to their own
clear thinking — am I fine with that? Can I picture it without
flinching?

Most days, when I run this test honestly, the answer is something
like: mostly yes, but a small part of me would want to know they
remembered. That small part is the second want. Not large. Not evil.

Just present.

The work isn't to eliminate the second want. That probably can't be
done. The work is to see it, to not pretend it isn't there, and to make

sure it isn't the want that's driving the conversation.

There's a person you probably know in your life who has this skill at
the level it can be had. The friend at dinner whose presence makes
other people braver. The colleague whose questions in meetings
change the direction of the room without anyone being able to
point to what they did. The therapist or pastor or mentor whose
work in your life still echoes a decade later and you'd struggle to
recall a single specific thing they said.

Notice what's true about that person.

They almost never teach this skill. They almost never write books
about it. They almost never have a podcast where they explain their
methodology. They are operating in a different relationship to

outcomes than the people who do those things. The change is its
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own reward. Being seen as the source would actually take some-
thing away from the work — would make it about them when it's
supposed to be about the other person — so they just don't take the
credit, and over time the absence of credit-taking becomes part of

how the skill works on the people around them.

That person has gotten the second want quiet enough that the first
want runs the show.

That's the bar. Not perfection. Not the elimination of ego. Just quiet
enough that the first want runs the show, and the second want is
something you notice when it shows up and then set aside before it

pulls you into making the conclusion legible.

Most people who want this skill cannot get the second want quiet.
They want it to be quiet. They imagine themselves wanting it to be
quiet. But under load, when the conversation is hard and the stakes
are real and the listener is close to the conclusion and the credit is
right there to be taken — the second want speaks up, and they

listen to it, and the seed doesn't plant.

That is the entire reason this skill compounds for some people and
never gets traction for others.

It isn't intelligence. It isn't training. It isn't reading enough books
about communication. It is whether you can want the outcome for
them more than you want to be seen as the cause of it, and whether
you can want that consistently enough that the wanting becomes
how you operate by default.

[ am not all the way there. I notice the second want often. I catch it
before it leaks most of the time and miss it sometimes. The work is

ongoing and it doesn't end.
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But I know the difference between the two wants now, and that's
the part the book can give you.

The rest is yours.
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CHAPTER 13

Who Stealth Influence Is
For

THIS SKILL IS FOR ANYONE WHOSE WORK DEPENDS ON GETTING ANOTHER

human to do something different.

Coaches who watch clients agree with the plan and not execute it.
Founders who explain strategy to their team and watch nothing
change. Teachers who can tell, by November, which students will
and won't do the reading, and who have stopped believing that
more clarity will change the answer. Parents who know their kid is
making a mistake and can't find the words. Partners who have given
the same advice to their spouse for years and watched it bounce off
the same wall every time. Salespeople who have stopped believing
closing techniques work because they've watched too many yes
become no between the call and the contract.

It's for therapists who have noticed that the clients who change
aren't always the ones who do the most work in session. It's for
managers who have watched a team do exactly what they were told
and produce something other than what was needed. It's for friends
who have stayed quiet, for years, about something they wished they
could say, because they have learned that saying it produces

nothing except defensiveness and distance.
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It's for anyone who has ever said "but I told them" and meant it as a

complaint.
If that line lands in your chest, this skill is for you.

You already know the problem. You have lived inside the two walls
without having names for them, and the not-having-names has
been part of the pain. I told them. They didn't change. I don't know
what to do. Now you have names for the walls. Now you have a
description of the mechanism that gets past them. The work from

here is practice.

The skill scales. It doesn't matter whether you are trying to reach
one person or one thousand. The same principles operate at every
scale, because the brain on the other side of every conversation is
doing the same two things — defending against tapping, defending
against uncertainty. The dolphin move works at a dinner with
twelve people and it works in a room with a thousand. The Socratic
move works in a sales call and it works in a marriage. The character
requirement — caring more about the outcome for the other
person than caring about being the source — is the same at every

scale, too.
What changes with scale is leverage, not principle.

If you can do this skill at the scale of one person across a dinner
table, you can do it at the scale of writing, content, video, the way
you run a company, the way you raise a child, the way you build a

movement. The mechanism doesn't change. Only the form does.
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That's why this is worth learning. It compounds. Every conversation
you have for the rest of your life is a conversation in which Stealth
Influence either is or isn't operating. You don't get to opt out of
communicating with other minds. You only get to opt into doing it

on purpose.

~56- foundryschool.co/stealth



CHAPTER 14

Who It Isn't For

THIS SKILL IS CLOSED TO SEVERAL KINDS OF PEOPLE, AND I WANT TO BE
honest about who they are, because pretending otherwise would be

dishonest in a book that has spent forty pages arguing for honesty.

It's closed to people who want to be right more than they want to
help. The Socratic move requires you to let the other person arrive
at the conclusion themselves, which means they get the credit. If
you need the credit, you'll break the move. You'll over-explain.
You'll signal, in a hundred small ways, that the conclusion was yours
first and you graciously let them have it. They'll feel that. The wall
will go up. Nothing will change.

It's closed to people who want to win arguments. Stealth Influence
is not a debate technique. It is the opposite of a debate technique.
The goal of debate is to make your position win in the public
record. The goal of Stealth Influence is to plant a seed in another
mind that will grow into a better belief on its own schedule,
possibly years later, possibly with no one ever knowing it came
from you. If you want the public record to show you were right, this
skill is not your skill.

It's closed to people who think communication is a transmission
problem rather than a reception problem. If you walked into this

book believing that better communication is a matter of being
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clearer, more articulate, more persuasive, or more strategic in your
word choice — and you walked out still believing that — then the
book didn't land, and the skill won't either. The skill begins with
accepting that what you say is not what they hear, and what they
hear is not what changes them. You are not the cause of the
change. You are the gardener, and the listener is the soil and the

sun and the seed all at once.

It's closed to people who are looking for the script. There is no
script. There has never been a script. The advice industry sells
scripts because scripts are easy to sell, but every script that has
ever been written breaks at the moment the listener notices it is a
script — which is roughly the third sentence in. Stealth Influence is
not a script. It is a posture, deployed in real time, in response to a
specific human, in a specific moment, with no possibility of being
prepared in advance beyond the work you have done on yourself

before the conversation began.

It's closed to people who can't tolerate slow returns. The skill oper-
ates on timescales that don't show up in this quarter's revenue.
Seeds planted at a dinner in October produce enrollments in
November sometimes, and produce a phone call from someone
who never said anything about it three years from now sometimes,
and produce nothing at all sometimes. If you need to measure the
ROI of every conversation, the skill will register as broken. It isn't

broken. Your measurement system is mismatched to the operation.

And finally, the skill is closed to anyone who would use it to hurt. I
said this earlier and I am saying it again because it matters. The
same operations that produce real change in service of another

person can produce captured behavior in service of the operator.
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The mechanism is identical. If you're reading this thinking about
how to use it on someone you don't actually wish well, close the
book. We don't want each other.

For everyone else, what's next is short.
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A NOTE INWARD

The Same Two Walls,
Inside You

EVERYTHING IN THIS BOOK HAS BEEN ABOUT INFLUENCE POINTED OUTWARD.

At your team. At your clients. At the people you love.

The two walls — Rocky Road and Satir — exist between you and

them, and Stealth Influence is the response to those walls.
But the same two walls exist inside you.

Direct attempts to change your own behavior fail for the same
reason direct attempts to change others' do. The certainty of who
you currently are, however imperfect, is more tolerable than the
uncertainty of who you might become. This is why most resolutions
fail by February. Why diets collapse. Why people who know exactly
what they should do, don't.

The response, when the influence is pointed at yourself, has a
different shape. It isn't a conversation. It's a protocol. Five tiers,
each one asking the brain for the smallest tolerable amount of

uncertainty before metabolizing it into new certainty and moving

up.

I'm not going to unpack it here. It's its own argument and it

deserves its own book. That book is coming.
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For now, just notice what's happening structurally.

Stealth Influence outward. The protocol inward. Same parent in
Satir.

Two operations, one logic. The certainty of misery is the wall in
both directions. The response in both directions is to never ask the
brain for more uncertainty than it can metabolize into new
certainty in the time available. Outward, you do that by letting the
listener arrive at the conclusion themselves. Inward, you do that by
climbing the tiers in order, asking your own brain for the smallest

possible step at each level.

If the diagnosis in this book has landed, the inward version is going

to land too. It's the other half of the same problem.

Watch for it.
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CHAPTER 15

What's Next

THE BOOK YOU JUST READ IS THE DIAGNOSIS. IT TELLS YOU WHY DIRECT

communication doesn't work and introduces the response.
It doesn't give you the operational layer.

The operational layer is the Belief Buster, which identifies the false
belief keeping a specific person stuck. The Adoption Decisions
diagnostic, which surfaces which of the five factors is broken in a
specific case. The Trust Lenses, which refract the same truth four
different ways for four different kinds of audience. And the sales
application — what all of this looks like when pointed at one

specific kind of decision.

Plus a six-part video masterclass I taught at a private event in 2019
and never released to the public until now.

It's at foundryschool.co/stealth.

The diagnosis stands on its own. That's what this book is. The
toolkit is what's next if you want it.

[ hope you use this well.
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Most people will never hear what you say. Most
of those who do will not change because of it.
This isn't a failure of your communication. It's a
feature of how minds are built.

If you want to actually help the people you care
about, you have to communicate in a way their
minds can actually receive — without their
guard up, without asking them to tolerate
uncertainty, without preaching, without arguing,
without needing to be the source of the change.

That's the practice. That's the work.

It is harder than the alternative, and it is the
only thing that produces real movement in real
people. Everyone you respect, who you watch
quietly change the people around them — they
are doing some version of this, on purpose or by
accident.

Now you know what they're doing.

And what name to call it by.

— Nic

foundryschool.co/stealth
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Stealth Influence

A free mini-book by Nic Peterson.

The toolkit lives at
foundryschool.co/stealth
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