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Study Mobsters: How to Sell,
Negotiate, and In�uence

I’m gonna make him an o�er he can’t refuse.
—Marlon Brando as Don Vito Corleone in �b�ô�á	W�%���Ý�í�È�-�ô�á�#

You’ve read the title of this chapter, and you’re thinking that I’ve taken leave of
my senses, right? But hear me out. In a way, mobsters are the ultimate
entrepreneurs. They’re willing to take big risks for big rewards. And the most
successful among them are brilliant at negotiating. They have to think on their
feet, and they have to make the right decisions quickly at the same time that lots
of information is coming at them.

Let me be clear: I’m not suggesting that you run your business in unethical or
criminal ways. I shouldn’t have to state the obvious, but I will anyway: I’m
against murder, extortion, and drug dealing. I’m against breaking the law, but
I’m all for breaking rules. There’s a big di�erence between the two. To disrupt a
market or to tap into a market that’s extremely competitive, a founder has to be
comfortable breaking the rules. This chapter is not an endorsement of bad guys;
it’s about learning from what they do well.

In September 2012, I asked everyone in my company to read �b�ô�á �Þ�â	W�=�È�O�&	W���í
�U���O�á�# by Robert Greene. The goal was not to become manipulative or learn
how to play games. The goal was to understand those laws �&��	W�-�ô�á�U	W�×���0���Ý�
�ñ�-	W�Ö�á
�0�&�á�Ý	W�È�î�È�÷�
�&�-	W�0�&. At every stage of our growth, others have used every dirty trick in



the book to try to take us down. We needed to better understand how such
people think in order to combat their tactics.

There’s a reason why so many CEOs and leaders consider �b�ô�á	W�%���Ý�í�È�-�ô�á�#
(parts I and II) more education than entertainment. Every struggle a CEO or a
founder will experience occurs in those movies. Betrayal, loss, recruiting,
negotiation, working with family, stealing money, having to get rid of someone
with loose lips, and having success get to their head are things mobsters deal with
—and you will as well.

It’s why I’ve interviewed so many mobsters for my YouTube channel—guys
such as “Sammy the Bull” Gravano, Frank Cullotta, Ralph Natale, and Donnie
Brasco himself, Joe Pistone. You may think you’re in a competitive �eld, but
consider the fact that mobsters have competitors who literally kill to win. You
screw up, you lose your business; they screw up, they lose their lives. Most
mobsters aren’t operating under any illusions; they know exactly what they’re
getting into.

Networking, negotiating, and selling are power moves that will have a massive
impact on your bottom line. Mobsters are masters at recruiting because they
know how to sell the dream of the bene�ts of joining their team. The ability to
attract, in�uence, and convince people from all walks of life is the special talent
every entrepreneur needs.

I have found that former mob members are some of the best teachers.
Because the stakes are so high, often life and death, they are experts at
communication, preparation, and reading other people. They are also master
psychologists and negotiators. These are skills that can be learned by anyone.
Studying mobsters is a great place to start. Let’s see how.

A Made Man Knows How to Prepare

Michael Franzese was reputedly one of the highest-money-making caporegime
(captain, not boss) in the history of organized crime. Michael walked away from
“the life” and left his criminal past behind. Still, he’s been compared to the
�ctional Michael Corleone character in the �%���Ý�í�È�-�ô�á�# movies for good reason:



both Michaels share the ability to process information with lightning-quick
speed and thrive in stressful situations.

Years ago, when Michael was still working for the Mob, he was summoned
for a meeting with his boss in Brooklyn. He recalled that the short walk from the
car to the apartment was the longest walk he had ever taken. His boss confronted
him with the rumor that Michael had stolen $2 billion from the government. It
wasn’t that the mobsters cared about the rumor that he had taken money from
the government; they just cared that if it were true, they would get their cut. It
was a life-or-death situation; Michael knew that when he walked into the room,
he might not walk out if the boss thought he was withholding a tribute.

Because the stakes of a meeting like this were life and death, Michael was
obsessive about preparation. He’s not big on lists, but I am. Here are seven
things you must do before any meeting.

Seven Essential Steps to Prepare for a Meeting

1.  Consider the other party’s needs, desires, and frustrations. Remember that what motivates
most people is fear, greed, and saving face.

2. Anticipate what the other party will say.
3. Develop a script/outline for what you want to say.
4. Role-play the meeting several times in order to be prepared for di�erent reactions.
5. Ask trusted advisers to point out your blind spots.
6. Put yourself into the best possible frame of mind before the meeting.
7. Build a reputation for overdelivering on your product.

Because he had prepared well, Michael didn’t cower or quake. He didn’t
explode. Instead, he addressed the accusation head-on: “When they [the media]
write about someone else [other mobsters], it’s a lie. When they write about me,
all of a sudden, it’s the truth? I’m giving you guys all this money [$2 million
weekly]; you don’t have to do anything, I’m taking care of everything…. If
anybody goes down, it’s me and my crew. What’s going on here?”

Michael showed some emotion. It was all part of his plan. During his
preparation, he had decided that the best plan of action would be to set his
adversary back on his heels. Even a seasoned mobster like Michael has emotions,
and there’s no doubt that he was upset. He was processing the situation, and he



told himself that he would have to watch what he said and did. He remained
respectful of his boss.

Once Michael threw his opening punch, he sat back and listened. He learned
that the whole situation was a result of his father, John “Sonny” Franzese,
throwing him under the bus. Michael’s father thought it was possible that
Michael was making more money than he was disclosing, and this meeting was
designed to determine the truth.

Imagine you’re in a life-and-death meeting and you’ve just learned that a
family member, close friend, or a business partner has sold you out. You would
probably be seething. Submerged in all that emotion would be your ability to
think and process. How can you think about solutions and survival when all you
can think about is revenge?

Even though he was hurt by his father’s actions, Michael processed the
situation like a master. He remained calm in front of the boss and told him he
would take care of the issue. He even thanked his boss for bringing the issue to
his attention. He could not have done so had he not rehearsed every minute of
the meeting beforehand.

Once the meeting was complete, Michael had to process the impact of his
father selling him out. He knew not to talk to his father until he had worked
through these issues on his own. After much thought, Michael came to terms
with his father’s actions. He knew that the life could separate a father and son.
He refused to let that happen. He never mentioned the incident to his father.
He told himself, “In that life, you learn to keep things quiet until the right time.
But it really put me on notice that I’ve got to be careful. I was very disappointed
in him, but it didn’t change my love for him.”

Great processors take responsibility for their actions and redirect their
frustration to learning and creating new patterns. When Michael re�ected on
what his dad had done, he said, “I almost thank him for it now. I met my wife
two years after this incident, and that’s when I made the decision to walk away….
I think that was God’s way of separating me from this bond or hold that my dad
had on me.”

Problem solving isn’t easy. In the heat of the moment, Michael had to defend
himself credibly but at the same time not appear defensive. A lot of thoughts



must have been swirling in his brain, but he processed them under pressure and
came up with the right solution. The real brilliance was in what was not seen: his
obsessive preparation.

The Art of the Sit-Down: Preparing for a
High-Stakes Meeting

The �ve big Ma�a families relied on a business resolution method called the sit-
down. In ways, it was similar to what goes on in business, where the top people
get together in the boardroom to discuss important matters. In Michael’s world,
though, the meeting place was often the back room of an Italian restaurant.

I had a sit-down recently in the Cayman Islands with the senior executives of
one of the world’s largest insurance companies. The CEO was in the room, as
were two other senior vice presidents. My purpose in being there was to request
an increase in my company’s compensation.

The stakes were high. The worst possible scenario was that they would be so
o�ended by my demand that they would drop my account. That would have
been catastrophic for my business. Another bad scenario would be if they
refused to give me an increase. If that happened, I risked losing many of my
agents because I simply wouldn’t have enough revenue to pay them as much as
my competitors did.

It was a tough request to a tough audience at a tough time in my business.
These are the types of meetings that can wreck you emotionally—if you lack the
tools to process and prepare for them. Therefore, I followed the �rst rule of sit-
downs: Do not attend a meeting unprepared. As is always the case, I used the
“Seven Essential Steps to Prepare for a Meeting” to guide my preparation. Like
any grand master, I was planning many moves ahead.

1. Consider the other party’s needs, desires, and frustrations.
Remember that what motivates most people is fear, greed, and
saving face.
Before the meeting, I had assessed what the executives’ frustrations were and
who wrote the most business for their company, as well as our company’s
standing with them. I did my homework and found out that, in two years, we



had skyrocketed from a small player to the �rm that wrote the second highest
number of policies of all the companies with which they dealt.

In �b�ô�á	W�á	W�, �È�Ö�÷�-�&	W���í	W�, �÷�î�ô���U	W���¤�á�×�-�÷�N�á	W�U�á��� ���á, Stephen Covey said, “Seek �rst to
understand, then to be understood.” What that meant for me was getting out of
my own head and walking in their shoes to see the situation from their
perspective.

I played on fear: Losing my account would have meant their company’s losing millions of
dollars in revenue.
I played on greed: Keeping my account would potentially bring in even more millions of
dollars of revenue and seven-�gure bonuses for the executives.
I played on helping them save face: They would look really foolish if I left for a
competitor.

2. Anticipate what the other party will say.
Think about how a shrewd attorney crafts an argument: he �rst has to consider
what the other party will say. The more you can anticipate what the other party
will say and why, the better you can craft your story or request.

3. Develop a script/outline for what you want to say.
I started out with pages of notes. As I continued to practice, I was able to
become more precise about my message. How you prepare depends on your
style. Some speakers like to write out their entire speech, and some simply need
bullet points. I prefer bullet points.

4. Role-play the meeting several times in order to be prepared for
different reactions.
The next step was to assemble a team and ask them to play the roles of the
executives I was going to be meeting in the Cayman Islands. Stepping into the
shoes of those executives, they asked questions and challenged me. As a result, I
modi�ed my script and was prepared for di�erent reactions.

5. Ask trusted advisers to point out your blind spots.
Much of this was handled during role-plays. To take it to another level, I asked
the opinion of trusted peers outside my industry to make sure I didn’t have any
blind spots.
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6. Put yourself into the best possible frame of mind before the
meeting.
Every detail before I arrived at the meeting mattered. I �ew in a day early, so I
would be rested and didn’t have any fear of a delayed �ight making me late. The
way I dressed, what I ate, and my exercise routine were all part of putting me
into the right frame of mind. Visualizing the success of the meeting—and my
business—was also a critical step.

7. Build a reputation for overdelivering on your promises.
None of the above matters if you don’t do what you’re going to do. The worst
thing you want in business is to have a reputation as someone who does a lot of
talking but rarely delivers.

Since I was so committed to understanding the situation from �-�ô�á�÷�#
viewpoint, I became keenly aware of my company’s �aws and the areas in which
it needed to improve. To address these �aws and demonstrate how we were
going to correct them, I arrived at the meeting with a stack of data to bolster my
argument. I had a ten-point plan prepared and ready to go. Six of those points
were about the other company, and four were about mine. As I suggested earlier,
when you have a sit-down, you want to spend the majority of time focusing on
the other party’s concerns, not yours.

I went into the room and said, “Listen, here’s what you want, based on what
you told me the last time we met. This is what makes you unhappy, and this is
what we’re going to �x. If we do what I’m proposing, you won’t have to hire
additional people. I’ve already made a call [to a supplier of systems], and I know
you’re interested in buying the system, and they’ll charge you a fee of $1 million.
I give this company a lot of business, and I convinced them to waive the fee.”

I was able to deliver the message with con�dence and clarity because I had
rehearsed it over and over.

“Wait a second,” you may be thinking. “I thought you went in there to
increase �U���0�# compensation. Why in the world do you start by telling them
you’re e�ectively giving them a million dollars?”

A simple rule of business is that in order to get, you have to give. Most
amateurs are experts at making demands. What they fail to do is o�er value �rst.



When you put yourself into the other party’s shoes and lead with how they will
win and make money, it will be natural for them to give you what you want.

I then pitched them on providing us with a compensation increase based on
the data I had gathered—data that showed why the increase was warranted.

“If you say no to it, no problem. I have another company that I think will give
us what we want. Do you have any questions?”

They had many. We went back and forth for two and a half hours. In fact, I
had already heard their questions, objections, and challenges. How is this
possible? Because I had role-played. Like a grand master CEO who is always
several steps ahead, I was able to lead them to where I wanted them to be because
I had anticipated their moves.

In �b�ô�á	W�%���Ý�í�È�-�ô�á�#, Don Vito Corleone, played by Marlon Brando, uttered the
classic line “I’m gonna make him an o�er he can’t refuse.” In this case, the o�er
was a win-win agreement that increased the value of both of our businesses.
With the data I presented, of course they couldn’t refuse. The key to my success?
It was the work I had done �Ö�á�í���#�á the sit-down began.

Effective Sales Are About Conviction and a
Transference of Feeling

Even though this chapter is about the Ma�a, it wouldn’t be complete without
some wisdom from the legendary Zig Ziglar. Before he died in 2012 at age
eighty-six, he may have been the most in�uential sales trainer in the world. He
told a powerful story about one of his cookware sales reps who was in a slump.

When Zig asked him why he wasn’t selling, the salesman rattled o� a list of
reasons: times were tough, and cookware was expensive. Zig then asked him if he
owned a set of the cookware that he sold to others. The salesman said no. When
Zig asked why, the salesman told him that he couldn’t a�ord it, especially since
he was in a slump.

Zig asked questions. He listened. He empathized. In his heart of hearts, Zig
believed that the cookware was a worthwhile investment. After all, he owned it
himself. He understood that it was expensive, but he had internalized all its



bene�ts. As with any investment, there was an up-front cost. And as with any
smart investment, Zig truly believed that it more than paid for itself.

Zig listened to his salesman’s objections. And although there were valid
reasons for the salesman not to buy the cookware he was trying to sell, Zig truly
believed that this man’s life would be much better with it. After hearing him out
and overcoming every single objection, the salesman eventually bought the
cookware. It turned out to be the ultimate power move.

During his next presentation to a potential customer, the salesman heard all
the usual excuses. As Zig had done with him a few days earlier, the salesman
asked questions, listened, and empathized. The di�erence, because he had
bought the cookware himself, was that he believed so strongly in its value that he
would not let those people make a bad decision. He truly felt that they would be
better o� with the cookware than with the money it cost.

He hadn’t learned any fancy sales tricks or manipulative tactics. He had
simply changed the way he �í�á���-. Sure enough, he made the sale that night and
went on to become one of the company’s top performers. Once he believed in
the product enough to buy it himself, his slump was over.

I’ll leave it to Zig to tell you the moral of the story: “Have an absolute and
total belief that what you’re selling is worth more than the price you ask for it.
Your belief in your product should be so great that you ought to be using it.”

Remember that the “gift of gab” is overrated. What’s underrated is
conviction. Since emotion and belief are what truly sell, I hire people who
believe in both themselves and the company. With that integrity, that passion to
be of service, they can get up in front of any audience, large or small, and talk to
them with conviction about what we do.

Sales should feel e�ortless, like a natural extension of who you are. It should
excite you to talk about what you do. Estée Lauder, who cofounded the
cosmetics company that made her the only woman on �b�÷�� �á magazine’s list of
the twenty most in�uential business titans of the twentieth century, once said, “I
have never worked a day in my life without selling. If I believe in something, I sell
it, and I sell it hard.”

Despite what some people would have you believe, no one is born a
salesperson. Stop trying to �nd “naturals.” Rather than looking for salespeople,



look for people who believe in your vision and want to build relationships. They
may not be social butter�ies. In fact, some of the most outgoing, magnetic, and
in�uential people I know are honest-to-goodness introverts.

Having in�uence isn’t about “selling anything to anyone,” or convincing
people to act against their own best interest. Selling is about believing in
yourself, believing in your business, and believing in the value you can o�er to
the other person, whether a potential customer, a key vendor, or a major
industry �gure. If you believe in what you’re selling, if you’re operating from
your heart and gut and not your head, if you believe in a win-win outcome for
every negotiation, if you believe deep down that you can be of service to that
other person, then networking, negotiation, and sales will all become second
nature to you.

Negotiation Is About Leverage

Whoever has more leverage in a negotiation should come out on top. However,
it’s not always obvious who has the leverage. For one, as much as you prepare,
you can never know exactly everything that’s going on with the other party.
Ultimately, the important thing is to understand leverage and know how to gain
power from that leverage.

If you use too much leverage and overplay your hand to maximize your pro�t
from a particular deal, you may win the battle but lose the war. The late
Amarillo Slim, a gambling legend and 1972 World Series of Poker champion,
said, “You can shear a sheep a hundred times, but you can skin it only once.”
Even a hustler like Slim recognized that the key to a long career is treating people
in such a way that they want to keep doing business with you. In any game, the
goal is not to make a score; it’s to build a partnership in which both parties make
scores �÷�
	W� �á�#� �á�-�0�÷�-�U.

Early in my career, I rarely had leverage. What made me an e�ective
negotiator was not pretending otherwise—in other words, I didn’t feel a need to
blu�. Instead, I would structure deals so that the other party could minimize its
risk, thereby making the deal much more enticing to them. In the short term, it
often meant I was getting the worst of the deal. Because I was thinking several



moves ahead, however, I asked for deal points that would improve the deal if we
hit certain markers, while still enriching the other party. Because I was viewed as
being fair, I was able to build long-term partnerships.

In the early days of my agency, a guy named David came to me with a
proposition for licensing his software. He asked me to negotiate with other
insurance companies on his behalf. He knew that the more people who used this
product, the more it would ultimately make my business more e�cient. Because
his software was best in class and something he knew I needed, he pushed the
envelope. In addition to asking for my help with other companies, he wanted me
to pay $50,000 to license the software. Since the “retail” price was slightly more,
he pitched it to me as though he were doing me a favor.

I thought David had a lot of nerve trying to sell me the product �È�
�Ý leverage
my contacts in the business. But just as a grand master doesn’t tip o� his future
moves, I stayed quiet. The reality is that I did need the software, and given our
cash position, I was happy to get a discount. Plus, even though David was
seemingly asking me for a favor, it would also bene�t my business if other
companies used the same software we did. David pitched it as a win-win, and
there was plenty of validity to that claim. Truth be told, if all our partners
adopted the software at that time, we knew we could signi�cantly reduce
processing time on contacts (you know how I feel about speed!) and signi�cantly
reduce our labor costs.

This is where understanding leverage comes in. For one, I didn’t share all my
thoughts with David. It would only have hurt my leverage if he’d known what I
was thinking. And to David’s credit, he had pitched this so smartly that my own
president (at the time) told me it was a good opportunity. He may have been
partially right, but I was still �abbergasted. Sometimes in an organization, a top
executive may not value the cash in the bank as much as the founder does. Fifty
grand might not have seemed like much to him, but he wasn’t the one writing
the check.

I asked my colleague to set up a call with David. The call lasted only four
minutes. I simply stated how I viewed David’s proposal. “Let me get this
straight,” I said. “You want me to use my credibility to negotiate on your behalf
with carriers, yet you still want to charge me �fty grand for your software?” I



stayed quiet for a few beats to let that sink in. Then I said, “That won’t happen
unless you waive the entire fee. You can let my guy know if you’re comfortable
with that, and if you’re not, I understand. Do you have any questions?”

After a �ve-second pause, he said, “No.”
You might think that I was reckless for taking such a hard line. But because I

had followed my own rules of preparation, I had walked in his shoes to see the
deal from his perspective. In doing so, I saw how much he had to gain if I used
all my contacts to negotiate on his behalf. I �gured that he would be smart
enough (know your opponents!) to think like a grand master and realize that
waiving the �fty grand for me would mean nothing in the long run, since I
would be able to help him gain so many new clients. I used that as leverage and
made my request.

How did that power play turn out?
I’ve shared enough of my failures with you by now that I can sit here with a

smile on my face and share that success.
Not only did David accept my terms and waive the fee, but he also told the

story to his friend Greg, who runs a private equity �rm. David told him I had
what it took to compete in the marketplace. As a result, Greg invested $10
million in our next round of funding.

How was all that possible?
When you’re con�dent about your delivery and you are committed to

coming through, you can push the envelope. If you don’t execute, you’re just
another arrogant loudmouth. The delivery on your promises is what gets you
respect in the marketplace.

How to Win: Let the Other Guy Think He
Won

In business, you’re going to meet and work with an extraordinary range of
people. Some will be brilliant, some will be arrogant, some will be idiosyncratic,
and some will be crazy. The ability to work e�ectively with a range of individuals
—customers, employees, business partners, investors—is crucial to success. A lot



of that ability involves sizing up people quickly and learning how to forge solid
working relationships.

There’s a �ne line between being crazy and brilliant, mad and madly
successful. In addition to John Gartner’s �b�ô�á	W�, �U� ���� �È�
�÷�×	W���Ý�î�á, I recommend ��
�$�÷�#�&�-�á�X�È�-�á	W�B�È�Ý�
�á�&�&�’	W�e�
�×���N�á�#�÷�
�î	W�-�ô�á	W�=�÷�
���&	W���á�-�O�á�á�
	W�=�á�È�Ý�á�#�&�ô�÷� 	W�È�
�Ý	W�B�á�
�-�È��
�/�����
�á�&�& by Nassir Ghaemi. These books will help you see the way many of the top
1 percent of the 1 percent think di�erently. Most are wired di�erently, and you
need to understand that wiring to deal with them e�ectively.

You’ll need to learn how to negotiate with these types of people. At �rst
you’ll feel as though you’re in a room �lled with narcissistic jerks who have no
feelings. You’ll still need to �gure out a way to deal with them because they’re
not going to go away. And the odds are that if you’re reading this and you’re
absolutely determined to get to the highest level, you’re probably a little “o�” as
well.

I’m de�nitely more than a little “o�.” And because I want to be prepared to
reach the level of the 1 percent of the 1 percent, I study anyone and anything
that can help me.

If you can step outside your ego, you’ll realize that you often win by letting
others also win. It also pays, at times, to let others think that your great ideas are
actually theirs. Let’s shift from the Mob world to another pressure-packed
world, the hedge fund business, to see how it works.

When young Darius was working at a hedge fund, his boss might as well have
been John Gotti. He (we’ll call him Dale) had a big reputation and an even
bigger ego. Darius would spend months researching ideas and looking for
arbitrage opportunities in the market. When he �nally had an idea with
impeccable data to back it up, he would walk into Dale’s o�ce and explain the
investment from every angle. Both his research and his presentation would be
Oscar worthy. He was smart, well prepared, and convincing.

Invariably, his boss would say no.
It drove Darius up a wall. He dissected his pitch from every angle and

couldn’t, for the life of him, see where he had gone wrong. He was so frustrated
that he almost quit. The truth is that Darius had a blind spot, and only because
he was determined to see it did he start searching for it. In a team investment



meeting, he noticed that one of his colleagues said very little and always de�ected
praise to Dale. Since Darius knew that the colleague had come up with many of
the ideas, he was amazed that they were presented as Dale’s.

That was his “Aha! moment.”
The next time Darius had an idea, he used a di�erent approach. Instead of

walking into Dale’s o�ce with recommendations, he walked in with questions.
Instead of appearing con�dent, he appeared confused. “Dale, I noticed that the
yield curve is starting to �atten.”

“What’s your point?” Dale asked.
“I also noticed that ten-year Treasuries are priced higher than their historical

average.”
“That makes no sense,” Dale said.
“I can’t �gure it out, either,” the sheepish Darius replied. “It just seems like

something is o�.”
“You bet your ass something is o�. We need to short ten-year Treasuries.”
“I guess you’re right. Not sure how I missed that.”
“I am. I keep telling you young bucks that it takes thirty years to become an

overnight success. Now get out of here and short those ten years.”
Given what you now know about power plays, this (true) story ought to

make sense. Because Darius �nally �gured out how to think like a grand master,
he was able to make a series of moves—and ask a series of questions—that led
Dale to where Darius wanted him to go.

The Ma�a is a fascinating organization. Though I don’t advocate much of what
it does, I have learned important lessons from how it operates. Though we may
like to joke and say, “Make him an o�er he can’t refuse,” I expect you to take this
to a di�erent level. By preparing like a mobster, you will understand the stakes of
any meeting and do everything you can to succeed before the meeting even
starts. An o�er that enriches both you and the other party—now, that’s an o�er
no one can refuse.


