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White Paper: 

In leadership, the ability to drive change, motivate people, and inspire action is 
critical to success. Leaders often navigate two powerful tools to achieve this: 
influence and persuasion. While both aim to guide behavior and decision-making, 
they differ in approach, duration, sustainability, and impact. Understanding the 
distinctions between these two mechanisms is essential for any leader looking to 
foster meaningful and lasting outcomes.
This white paper explores the dimensions of influence and persuasion, referencing 
Robert Cialdini’s Six Principles of Influence and the book Crucial Influence. It 
provides examples, stories, and practical guidance on when to employ each 
approach and the consequences of their use.



Influence vs. Persuasion: Key Dimensions

Influence:
Influence tends to create long-term 
change. It shapes beliefs, attitudes, 
and behaviors in ways that last beyond 
a specific interaction. When leaders 
influence, they inspire others to act 
based on shared values, trust, and 
genuine connection. This process 
typically results in a deeper, more 
sustainable change, because it works 
on the underlying motivations of the 
individuals.

Persuasion:
Persuasion is often seen as more 
immediate and transactional. It is 
aimed at convincing someone to take 
a particular action or adopt a point of 
view in the short term. Once the 
objective is achieved, the effects of 
persuasion may diminish unless the 
same effort is applied repeatedly.

1.  Duration

Example:
A leader who builds influence by consistently modeling 
transparency and integrity will have followers who trust their 
decisions in the long run. On the other hand, a leader who 
uses persuasive arguments to push through a single policy 
change may succeed temporarily but could struggle with 
adherence over time.

Influence:
Influence is inherently sustainable 
because it involves the internalization 
of values and ideas. When leaders 
influence others, they enable those 
people to adopt behaviors because 
they believe in them. This leads to 
behavior that is self-reinforcing, 
requiring less ongoing reinforcement 
from the leader.

Persuasion:
Persuasion requires continual effort to 
sustain. It typically relies on logic, 
emotion, or incentives to achieve 
compliance, and the desired behavior 
may not persist once the initial 
persuasive argument or incentive 
fades.

2.  Sustainability

Example:
A company may persuade employees to adopt a new 
software by highlighting its benefits, but if the employees 
are not influenced to see the broader impact on the 
organization's goals, they may revert to old habits once the 
initial motivation wanes.
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Influence:
Influence has a deep and far-reaching 
impact, often affecting multiple 
aspects of behavior, thinking, and 
decision-making. Since influence 
works on an intrinsic level, the 
changes it creates are more holistic 
and align with personal and 
organizational values.

Persuasion:
The impact of persuasion tends to be 
narrower and focused on specific 
tasks or decisions. While it can lead to 
immediate action, its impact is often 
confined to the context of the 
persuasion and doesn't necessarily 
translate to other areas of behavior or 
belief.

3.  Impact

Example:
A leader who influences by demonstrating a commitment 
to employee well-being can foster a culture of care that 
permeates the organization. Persuading employees to work 
overtime for a specific project, however, may only impact 
that one project without affecting long-term engagement.

When to Use Verbal
Persuasion vs. Influence

Verbal Persuasion 

is most effective in situations where 
immediate action or short-term results are 
required. This can include scenarios like 
pitching an idea, negotiating a contract, or 
convincing a team to meet a deadline. 
Persuasion tends to work well in 
time-sensitive environments where logic, 
emotion, and credibility can sway decisions 
quickly.

Use Verbal Persuasion 
when:
There is a need for quick 
decision-making.

A short-term, one-off 
commitment is required.

Immediate results are 
prioritized over long-term 
change.

Influence

on the other hand, is better suited for 
cultivating long-term commitment and 
changing attitudes over time. It works well in 
environments where leaders seek to align 
teams with broader organizational goals, 
foster a positive culture, or inspire intrinsic 
motivation.

Use Influence when:
Long-term change is the goal.

Trust, respect, and 
relationship-building are critical.

You are working to align actions 
with personal or organizational 
values.
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Cialdini’s Six Principles of Influence

Robert Cialdini's model of influence provides a framework for understanding 
how influence can be exerted effectively. His Six Principles of Influence are:

People feel obligated to return favors. 
Leaders can build influence by offering 
support, resources, or opportunities.

1. Reciprocity

Once people commit to something, they 
are more likely to follow through. 
Encouraging employees to take small 
actions that align with larger goals 
fosters long-term influence.

2. Commitment
and Consistency

People look to others to determine the 
right behavior. Leaders who model 
desired behaviors can influence others 
to adopt the same behaviors.

3. Social Proof

People respect authority figures. 
Leaders who demonstrate expertise 
and knowledge build influence over 
time.

4. Authority

People are more likely to be influenced 
by those they like and respect. Leaders 
who build rapport and connect on a 
personal level can influence more 
effectively.

5. Liking

People want more of what is less 
available. Highlighting unique 
opportunities or time-sensitive actions 
can enhance influence.

6. Scarcity: 

Story Example of Persuasion:
At a tech startup, the CEO needed to convince the 
board to approve an aggressive product launch 
timeline. Using data, emotional appeals, and a strong 
narrative about market opportunity, he persuaded the 
board members to support the initiative. While 
successful, the board’s approval was largely contingent 
on the CEO’s ability to deliver immediate results. When 
unforeseen delays occurred, the board members who 
were persuaded by the urgency lost confidence, and 
the relationship became strained.

Influence vs. Persuasion: A Story
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Comparing Influence and
Persuasion: Key Differences

Story Example of Influence:
In contrast, a manufacturing company’s HR director 
spent months fostering a culture of open 
communication. She built trust by consistently 
supporting employees, listening to feedback, and 
demonstrating a commitment to their well-being. 
When it came time to implement a challenging new 
benefits package, she didn’t have to persuade 
employees; they trusted her leadership because she 
had influenced their views over time. The change was 
accepted with minimal resistance, and long-term 
engagement increased.

Dimension

Duration

Sustainability

Impact

Approach

When to Use

Influence

Long-term

High—based on 
internalization of values

Broad and far-reaching

Relationship-building, trust, 
and values

Long-term behavior change 
and alignment

Persuasion

Short-term

Low—requires ongoing effort 
to sustain

Narrow and focused on 
specific tasks

Logic, emotion, and 
incentives

Quick decision-making or 
short-term action

Conclusion

In leadership, knowing when to use influence versus persuasion is critical for 
achieving the desired outcomes. While persuasion can be effective in situations 
where quick decisions are needed, its short-term nature requires ongoing effort to 
maintain. Influence, by contrast, builds a deeper connection based on trust, 
consistency, and shared values, making it more sustainable and impactful over the 
long term.
By mastering both influence and persuasion, leaders can navigate a wide range of 
challenges—whether driving immediate action or fostering lasting change. Using 
frameworks like Cialdini’s Principles of Influence and insights from Crucial Influence, 
leaders can ensure they apply the right approach at the right time, maximizing both 
the effectiveness and sustainability of their actions.
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