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Praise for Positive Influence 
“I just finished reading this remarkable new book. The Parker’s have tackled the 
very complex concept of positive influence as a critical leadership competency 
in a very compelling way. They not only present real-life stories of positive 
influence, but they offer the reader a means of assessing and managing their 
influence style. I offer the book and its authors my highest endorsement. Well 
done!” 

Richard Kropp, Vice President and Chief Human Resources Officer 
MorseLife Health System and author, Communicating in the Business 
Environment 

“With captivating stories, thought-provoking questions and practical techniques, 
Positive Influence paints a vibrant, memorable portrait of what it means to be a 
profound leader who inspires and enriches the lives of others.” 

Chip R. Bell, author, Managers as Mentors 

“Positive leaders are one in a hundred. However, if you are truly committed to 
becoming a leader who is a positive influence on people, this is a must-read. 
Using insights gained from a series of in-depth interviews with a wide variety of 
leaders, the Parkers expose us to leadership excellence and provide a roadmap 
to becoming a positive and effective leader.” 

Robert E Quinn, Professor, Center for Positive Organizations, 
University of Michigan, Ross School of Business, and author, The Positive 
Organization and co-author, The Economics of Higher Purpose 

“If, like me, you’ve ever had someone say, ‘I’m here for you,’ and then follow it 
up with action, the stories and action steps in Positive Influence will resonate 
with you. No one is an island, and this book from Michael and Glenn Parker 
reminds us all of the role we play in the lives of those around us—at home, at 
work, and in the world.” 

Robert Hoffman, Global Head, Organizational Development 
Novartis Global Drug Development and co-author, Meeting Excellence: 
33 Tools to Lead Meetings That Get Results 

“Glenn Parker is an old friend of mine, and he has written a very useful book 
with his son that reframes leadership, which is much needed in this day and 
age. We need better leadership. We need more positive and life affirming 
leadership. And we need it to come from all of us. Michael and Glenn offer us a 
very useful path in this direction.” 

Peter Block, author of Flawless Consulting and The Empowered Manager 
and founder of Designed Learning 

“We are in a relationship and connection economy where leadership is defined 
as the ability to influence individual gifts towards shared goals. That’s why this 
book is a goldmine for leaders. It shows how to individualize leadership for 
different types of people, balance self-fulfillment with service to others, and 
transform negative drain into positive potential. Most importantly, The Positive 
Influence Leader reminds leaders that we are in this together.” 

Nate Regier, author of Beyond Drama, Conflict Without Casualties, and 
coming up…Seeing People Through. 
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Chapter 9 
Turning a Negative Influence 

Into a Positive Force 
 

Zane Grey, who wrote ninety books that sold some 50 million copies, 
faced multiple rejections of his first manuscripts. One editor told 
him, “I do not see anything in this to convince me you can write 
either narrative or fiction.” Yet Grey persevered, believing he had 
stories to tell about the American West that people would want to 
read.* 

 
All of us are, by nature, social beings. We believe our happiness is a func-
tion of the quality of our relationships. We care about the people in our 
orbit and what they think of us. We want them to like us and to like what 
we do—our choices, our career, our friends, our opinions, our dreams. 
Solitary confinement is considered an extreme form of punishment 
because it takes away the opportunity to develop and maintain positive 
relationships. 

You are indeed fortunate if all or most of the people in your life are posi-
tive influences. 

• You were told at a young age “you can do it” the first time you 
hopped on a two-wheel bike, auditioned for the school orchestra, 
tried out for the field hockey team, or stood up to the neigh-
borhood bully. 

• You encountered someone who created a desire to learn, helped 
you fashion a set of positive values and ethical standards, taught 
you the relevant life skills or instilled a belief in you that failure is 
just a step on life’s journey. 

• At a key point in your life someone saw something in you that was 
not readily apparent to you, suggested a new career direction or 
life purpose, provided you with helpful feedback, or pushed you 
to make better use of your strengths. 

 
*https://www.authors.me/best-selling-authors-who-were-rejected/
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• You met or saw someone who became a role model that you 
wanted to emulate, who showed you the path to success, taught 
you to how to overcome certain obstacles, or challenged you to 
be your best self. 

 
The Forces of Negativity are Everywhere 
Unfortunately, we all encounter people who seek (sometimes unknow-
ingly) to bring us down with their negativity in the name of: 

• “I’m just trying to be realistic.” 
• “I only want to give you the benefit of my experience.” 
• “It’s a long shot.” 
• “That’s not a career for a woman.” 
• “Only a few people make it in that field.” 

Sure, you can sometimes just walk away from such people, but it’s not 
always possible when the person is your father, a brother, your boss, or 
your spouse. In many cases the intentions of these negative people in 
your life are good. They want the best for you, and, therefore, from their 
perspective it makes sense to question the validity of your choices 
because bad things may happen to you. 

Our research indicates that the negative force can be a parent who says, 
“What are you going to do with a history degree?” While they truly worry 
that you won’t be able to get job after you graduate, they don’t realize 
that history majors usually find work in such fields as museum curator, 
secondary school teacher, journalist, geographer, research analyst…the 
list goes on…and with pretty good starting salaries. The question also 
misses the point of the passion that you bring to something that you truly 
love and at which you are willing to work tirelessly to achieve success. 
Remember our rock singer Rob, whose parents encouraged him to pur-
sue his love of music and dream of becoming a successful rock musician. 

Negativity can come from a manager early on in your corporate career 
whose controlling leadership style will try to discourage you from apply-
ing for that job opening in field sales. When he says, “Stay here in pro-
duction engineering. Wait your turn and good things will happen for you,” 
he is, perhaps unknowingly, both stifling your dreams and failing to see 
how your technical expertise can be a real asset in sales. 
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What you also have here is a manager imposing his own tendency to risk 
aversion on a team member who, on the contrary, needs positive 
influence leadership. Fortunately, we have many examples in our study 
group of people who benefited from a positive influence leader who “saw 
something” in the person and gave them an assignment where they could 
blossom. 
 
Coping Strategies for Overcoming Negativity 
Our research tells us that many people encounter a negative influence in 
the course of their life. While many people are beaten down by the 
forceful negativity of another person, especially an authority figure such 
as a manager or parent, successful people develop personal mechanisms 
for coping and, in some cases, thriving as a result of the experience. 

In one of the more famous examples of a person overcoming negative 
influence, evolutionary scientist Charles Darwin was considered by both 
his family and his early teachers to be a colossal failure. He was asked to 
leave one of his first schools and dropped out of the University of 
Edinburg medical college because working on bodies made him sick. At 
this point his father said to him, "You care for nothing but shooting, dogs, 
and rat-catching and you are a disgrace to yourself and all your family” 
(Bland, 2008). 

Later, at Cambridge, he found his true north in a course on natural history 
and, with the positive influence of botanist, John Stevens Henslow, his 
life and our knowledge of evolution changed forever. After graduation, 
he joined a five-year voyage around South America where he established 
his scientific knowledge and research methodology which would 
eventually result in the publication of the landmark Origin of Species. 

We have conceptualized five coping strategies: 

1. Embrace the Negativity as a Challenge 
2. Take Responsibility for the Situation 
3. Persevere in the Face of Negativity 
4. Adopt a Calm and Reasoned Approach 
5. Use the Negativity as a Learning Experience 
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Embrace the Negativity as a Challenge 
Our research indicates that people develop different coping strategies for 
dealing with negative people in their lives. One approach is to take the 
negativity as a challenge with an approach that goes something like this: 
“I’ll prove them wrong.” We have heard people say, “You think I can’t do 
it; I’ll show you” or “You believe my decision makes no sense, you will eat 
those words.” 

For example, Jennifer’s mother said to her, “What are you going to do 
with a bachelor’s degree? You can’t do anything with that.” Jennifer then 
set out to prove her mother wrong and to let her know about it along the 
way as she moved from intern to a permanent position and on up to chair 
and curator at the Smithsonian National Museum of American History. 
Here is how Jennifer puts it: 

I didn’t see her (mother) as a negative factor but I did see it as a 
challenge. On the other hand, Jennifer told us that her mother’s 
passion for history created Jennifer’s love of history. Their child-
hood home was full of history from the furnishings to the paint 
and down to the last detail. 

Gerald, an engineer who had a long, productive career with GE told us 
about an early negative influence in his life. His high school guidance 
counselor tried to discourage him when he said he wanted to go to col-
lege and study engineering. In fact, when he proposed a double major of 
engineering and economics, she laughed out loud. He was motivated by 
the counselor who said to him, “You can’t do it.” Gerald told us, “It gave 
me a chip on my shoulder.” When questioned, Gerald, an African Ameri-
can, said he did not believe the counselor was a racist. However, she was 
clearly prejudiced since she had seen few, if any, minorities succeed in 
this career path. He concluded, “She was just bad at her job.” 

Jonathan, a senior executive, put it very succinctly: “My mother was 
always a half empty person. I was motivated to prove her wrong.” 

Debra, an executive with a pharmaceutical company and a clarinet 
player, tried out for the University of Michigan Marching Band when she 
was a freshman. There were only a handful of women in the band at that 
time. Debra, who is five feet tall, was called up by the director in front of 
the entire band along with a 6’5” male tuba player who was also a senior 
and experienced member of the band. Debra told us: 
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The band director yelled at me in front of everyone: “He is twice 
as tall and moves twice as fast.” My reaction was abject humili-
ation and I considered walking away, but then I got mad and said 
to myself: “I’ll show him. He can’t make me quit.” I worked hard 
to improve and was voted in as a member of the band. 

Debra used the band director’s negativity as a motivator. She was deter-
mined to prove him wrong. 
 
Take Responsibility for the Situation 
Another approach is to tough it out and hope the person will change. Yet 
another approach, and the one that Nancy took, is to take responsibility 
for your situation and develop a successful coping strategy. As the human 
resources (HR) business partner for the chief technology officer (CTO) she 
quickly realized that he had issues working with senior-level women in 
the organization. For example, he would rarely meet with Nancy, did not 
include her in important team meetings, and complained to other senior-
level managers that she was incompetent. 

Nancy learned that it was possible to work with his organization by forg-
ing alliances and partnerships with his team in order to provide the HR 
services that were needed. One key learning was that she did not need 
his sponsorship to create many effective working relationships with his 
team. Another, more powerful learning, was that she was never going to 
change his assessment of her no matter how great a job she did with his 
organization. It was his problem! The experience was liberating for Nancy 
because she learned that she did not need or want to work in an organi-
zation that did not value her contributions. She told us, “And that was 
worth all the stress.” 

She has now moved on to another organization where she has “always 
felt supported.”  In a clear example of “paying it forward,” Nancy actively 
ensures that “No one that I work with ever feels devalued for any 
reason.” 
 
Persevere in the Face of Negativity 
Rock and roll icon Elvis Presley overcame an early life that was filled with 
poverty, rejection, and personal disappointment. He was an average 
student who, at the age of 10, placed fifth in a singing contest. He was a 
loner who was often teased by other children. After the family moved to 
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Memphis, Presley received a C in music in the eighth grade from a teacher 
who told him he had no aptitude for singing. He continued to play the 
guitar and sing with little or no success and lots of rejection, including an 
audition where the band leader told him, “Stick to truck driving because 
you’re never going to make it as a singer.” 

Presley kept at it, and his big break came when the legendary record 
producer and owner of the famous Sun Records, Sam Phillips, caught him 
singing the blues tune “That’s All Right.” Phillips heard something special 
in him and immediately taped the song. Within days, it was hit on local 
radio in Memphis (Wikipedia Contributors, July 21, 2019). 

Tony, the martial arts instructor we interviewed, told us of his early 
experience in the United States Marine Corps pushing for more close-
combat training. He wrote articles for USMC publications and gave 
presentations on the value of such training. Tony finally convinced a 
forward-looking battalion commander to institute a trial program with 
the company he was commanding. The program was going well until a 
new battalion commander arrived who believed the only conditioning 
that marines needed was long distance running. 

Tony made what would be considered a risky move in a military 
organization, of pushing back on the decision telling the commander, the 
Commandant of the Marine Corps had said publicly, “We issue Marines 
combat boots not sneakers.” Nevertheless, the close combat training was 
cancelled to make time for more running. Tony firmly believed in the 
value of close combat training and continued to push for it. It took some 
time, but a few years after he left the service, a new Commandant of the 
Marine Corps, instituted a continuing education program in close combat 
training vindicating Tony’s position. The program exists to this day. Tony’s 
story provides a good example of not letting the negativity of the other 
person prevent you from pursuing your goal, from being persistent in 
taking reasonable risks and adopting the position of “I’d rather take a 
chance and fail, than not try at all.” 

A similar approach is demonstrated in stories told to us by Barry, a man-
agement consultant and executive coach. As a second grader, Barry was 
entranced with the idea that he could become an artist. He was sketching 
in pencil, drawing a picture of a hand that Barry remembers being one of 
the hands from the Sistine Chapel. He was intent on getting it right, so he 
drew it on tissue paper and from time to time overlaid it on the original. 
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When he showed it to his teacher, she said he was definitely not an artist 
and accused him of tracing the hand. 

It was years before Barry had the courage to try sketching again. In col-
lege he began working in a variety of media and taking some formal clas-
ses in art, including drawing. His college teachers told him he not only 
had a talent for drawing, but for art in general. Later he transferred this 
talent for art to photography, which has become a life-long passion. 

Barry also told us that, as a high school student, he was not much of an 
athlete, despite trying very hard to succeed at such sports as baseball, 
basketball, and gymnastics. In that context, he recounted the negative 
influence of a gymnastics coach who told him in front of the entire class, 
“Barry, you will never be an athlete.” 

Barry was not deterred. Later he wanted to learn how to defend himself 
and thus started taking classes at a karate school. After being at the 
school for only a few months, a tournament took place. Barry entered the 
tournament as a white belt or beginner who had no previous fighting 
experience. He lost decisively but went back for more. His performance 
impressed some of the black belts who were all ex-military. From this 
experience, he learned a powerful lesson in dealing with negativity. As 
Barry put it, “I learned that courage is being afraid of something and 
doing it anyway. There is always another ounce of effort or another ‘wind’ 
I can call on to keep going.” Currently, Barry is a sixth-degree black belt 
with more than forty-five years in martial arts. 

Barry’s experiences demonstrate yet another style of dealing with a nega-
tive influence. His success strategy involves perseverance in the face of 
negativity, a clear focus on the desired outcome, and the courage to get 
back up after being knocked down. 

Walt Disney, who once famously said, “If you can dream it, you can do it,” 
is another example of facing down rejection and criticism and continuing 
to persevere. He went bankrupt at age 22, could not pay his rent, and 
survived by eating dog food. MGM hated Mickey Mouse and told him it 
would never work because a giant mouse would scare women. Distribu-
tors rejected The Three Little Pigs because it only had four characters, and 
they felt cartoons should have as many characters as possible. Most of 
the audience left halfway through a sneak preview of Snow White and 
the Seven Dwarfs. 
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Disney, who learned from every failure, said, “All the adversity I’ve had in 
my life, all my troubles and obstacles, have strengthened me.” His story 
demonstrates that success is the result of perseverance and courage in 
the face of failure (“How to Keep Believing in Your Dreams Despite Fail-
ure: Walt Disney’s Story”). 
 
Adopt a Calm and Reasoned Approach 
At times, the negativity can come wrapped in what might seem like a posi-
tive package. Our instructional designer, Beth, had decided to leave her 
permanent, full-time position to become a free-lance contractor. To 
leave the company on the best of terms she provided appropriate notice 
to both her immediate supervisor and the overall manager of the depart-
ment. The company, in turn, scheduled many rounds of exit interviews in 
an effort to convince Beth to stay. In the course of those interviews, she 
shared that she was leaving to start a business and try her hand at con-
sulting. 

Her boss was not happy. In fact, he spent a good deal of time trying to 
convince her that consulting is a risky business and, as she told us, “He 
said I was making a terrible career move and would regret it.” Beth said 
she appreciated his concern and understood his perspective. In the end 
he wished me luck but was not really convinced that I was going to be 
successful. Beth said, “I realized that the move to consulting was risky, 
but it was the first step to taking control of my career as opposed to wait-
ing for a manager to recognize my dedication and hard work.” 

Beth’s story provides another example of a solid approach to dealing with 
a negative influence. When the person warns you about the pitfalls of the 
path you have chosen, remain calm and thank them for their concern. 
You are not doing this to make a point or prove him wrong. On the other 
hand, if you feel it might help, take the time to explain why you are choos-
ing this path and that, while you understand the risks, you have a plan to 
address them. There is no need to burn your bridges. 

As Raghunathan (March 19, 2013), points out, if someone… 
…warns you of the futility of pursuing your dreams, let him know 
that you feel differently about your chances, or tell her calmly 
that you would rather take your chances and fail than not try at 
all. Likewise, if the negative person warns you of the dire conse-
quences of taking what you think is a healthy risk, tell him 
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calmly, “we will see what happens.” Hopefully, if you have cali-
brated accurately, you will emerge unhurt, and will enhance 
your skills. Over time the negative person will recognize that, 
while your predilection for taking risks may be higher than his or 
her own, you are not reckless. 

 
Use Negativity as a Learning Experience 
Mindi, another person we interviewed, also used working with a negative 
person as a learning experience. Briefly, she worked on a community pro-
ject with a boss who was quick to point out all the negatives, fostered 
competition among the staff, did not listen to or incorporate staff sug-
gestions and rarely provided any encouragement. The negative influence 
pervaded the environment, stifling inspiration and collaboration among 
the staff. Mindi watched, learned, and recognized all of the negative quali-
ties she wanted to avoid when she had the opportunity to lead a project. 
When that opportunity presented itself, Mindi was truly able to blossom 
and went on to great success as the positive influence leader of a suc-
cessful community-based project for abused women. 

Our sportswriter, Nancy, remembers her high school algebra teacher as 
a very negative person. 

Early in the year, I was struggling to understand a concept and 
he was not helpful—at all—just repeatedly telling me to “start 
at the beginning and figure it out.” No actual teaching, no guid-
ance on how I could even go about try to figure it out. My par-
ents eventually asked for a meeting to see what more they or I 
could be doing. The teacher told my dad that I’d never amount 
to anything in math. These are pretty crushing words for a 14-
year old to hear. (He was well aware I was in the room.) 

This experience did not serve as motivation because as Nancy told us, 
“I’m still awful at math. However, it did make me very cognizant of how I 
respond to people and the impact my words can have.” 
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Looking Back: Some Issues to Consider 
Our experience tells us that negativity can come from a variety of people 
who we encounter in our life. Sometimes it’s a parent who quashes your 
goal of being a nurse. (“That’s a girl’s job.”) For others it may be a teacher 
who stomps on your dreams of making the school’s honor society. 
(“You’re just not smart enough.”) It can be a coach who kills your desire 
to make the track team. (“You’re just too slow and kinda overweight.”) 
Negativity is often in the workplace where you work for a manager who 
tries to stifle your ambition. (“Don’t be so impatient. It took me years to 
become a supervisor.”) 

However, as our research shows, successful people develop methods of 
dealing with these negative forces. They either take it on as a challenge, 
learn from it, work around the person, or power through it with just a bit 
more grit. In these situations, many people find it helpful to lean on a 
mentor, coach, or friend for support, encouragement, and advice as they 
work through it. 

1. Describe a person who tried to impose their negativity on you. 
What specifically did he or she do? How did you cope? 

2. Imagine this conversation early on in your life: 
You know it’s very tough to break into that field. You have 
to be very lucky to make it. 

What would you say? 
3. Of the five coping strategies discussed, which is the one you most 

often used and why? 
4. Why are some people like Elvis, Oprah, and Darwin, who get 

beaten down at an early age, able to persevere and go on to 
achieve great success? 
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