
A positive influence
As a rule, I hate funerals. I'm really just a marshmallow at heart, and when I get
into a funeral, all of a sudden my sometimes-gruff exterior melts away and I turn
into a blubbering idiot -- even when I don't know the "guest of honor."

It's rare when you hear a bad word said about the newly-deceased person. Even
if old-what's-his-name was the devil himself, people will still seem to be able to
find something good to say about him: "John was always very interesting to live
with."

But of all the funerals I get dragged to, the ones that hit me hardest are those
where people talk about how the dead person -- excuse me -- the "dearly
departed" had a "positive influence" on the lives of everyone he or she met.

It seems to me that no greater words could be used to describe the effect
someone might have. Oh, there are the more interesting phrases: "He was never
dull to be around," or "Living with her was an exciting time," or "She always made
you think you were going to heaven," but those can usually be looked at both
ways: "He was never dull to be around (because he kept yelling all the time);"
"Living with her was an exciting time (because of all the police cars that kept
stopping in the front yard;" or "She always made you think you were going to
heaven, (because you've had your hell here on earth.)

There seem to be some people, though, who bless the lives of everyone they
meet. Each person who comes in contact with them, at least for any length of
time, are touched by the positive spirit they exude in every encounter.

It seems to me that we should all be more like that -- touch each person we meet
in a positive way.

I have had the great pleasure of knowing several people like that -- people who
have been a positive influence in the lives of others.

In each case, these people, consciously or unconsciously, work to interact with
each person they meet in a positive way.

I bet you know people like that -- although there aren't enough of them to go
around, most of us know at least one. See if they fit these traits, which I have
noticed in the people I've associated with. For lack of a better term, I'm going to
refer to these people who have a positive influence as "PIPs," for Positive
Influence People. (No, this has nothing to do with Gladys Knight). I'm also going
to note some of the competitive advantages that comes from being a "PIP".
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1. PIPs care about people.
I've known people who I just couldn't stand -- they grate on my nerves something
terrible; but the PIPs still see their good side. I think that's because PIPs have
conditioned themselves to look for the strengths in others. You can immediately
see how this is a great strength to have -- when you see the strengths in other
people, you are able to build those strengths to make yourself better. Not
everyone is perfect in every area -- not even PIPs -- and when they learn from
the people they meet, they get better each day.

Can you imagine how good you -- or I -- would be if we got better each day?

Additionally, when PIPs genuinely care about people, they have a more positive
outlook. Some people look at everyone around them through extremely negative
filters -- and that colors their frame of mind. Pretty soon the whole world is going
to hell in a hand basket.

2. PIPs believe people are interesting.
I've met some extremely boring people in my life, but most PIPs must see
something I don’t always see.  PIPs are continually interested in people -- what
makes them tick, what they like to do, what they believe, what they have learned
in their life, what part of the world they are from, and so on.

What can they learn from these people? PIPs learn everything, because they
listen to the people they are talking with, but most importantly, PIPs learn about
what makes people tick. PIPs don't need to send out for expensive surveys --
they've already taken them, themselves. PIPs ask questions about how people
feel about their products, their services, their brand, and their image. By talking
with people, PIPs develop an innate feeling of how people feel about issues -- an
understanding that those of us non-PIPs never quite achieve.

PIPs are great people watchers. Since they think people are interesting, they're
constantly looking at what they wear, where they bank, what they're eating, what
they're driving.  This is competitive information at its best.

Most importantly, when PIPs believe that people are interesting, they are more
likely to listen -- and be listened to, in return.

3. PIPs try to help everyone they meet.
One PIP I know used to work for me. She constantly told me to buy this, do that,
learn this, try that. You know what? She has proved to be right -- in each
circumstance. It's too bad that I didn't always follow what she told me to do.

PIPs try and help others, because they actually care about them. (There are also
false-PIPs, who try and help others in order to provoke loyalty or a feeling of self-
gratification.) PIPs care so they want the best for other people. They may only



work by lifting a mood, flashing a smile, or just giving an encouraging word where
one is needed.

4. PIPs believe in the future -- and help other people believe as well.
I know a lot of people who believe the world doesn't have much of a future -- but
I've never found a PIP in the bunch. PIPs just seem to believe that everything's
going to work out all right -- and then they set themselves to making sure it does.

5. PIPs give more than they take.
By nature, PIPs are contributors -- they contribute time, energy, effort, strength,
resolve, vision, and excitement. They are on the positive side of any equation.
They help where they can, wherever that may be.  If you've seen the marvelous
movie "Groundhog Day," you'll know what a true PIP is like -- like Bill Murray
after he changed.

6. PIPs remember people.
I'm still pretty poor at remembering people's names -- but I used to have a
college professor -- a definite PIP -- who remembered the names of every
student he had, usually about 600 a year. He actively worked to memorize their
names, and in working to memorize them, he developed his incredible memory
even further. Even when a PIP doesn't know your name, he or she usually
remembers your face enough to acknowledge you.

Well, I could go on and on, but that's a pretty good place to start for those of us
who want to become PIPs. Abraham Maslow, the noted psychologist, referred to
his "Hierarchy of Needs." On the lower rungs are the basic needs: food and
water, second security and safety, third are affiliation and belonging, fourth was
achievement and recognition. In the almighty fifth spot, though, was "fulfillment."
The PIPs around us have progressed to that top spot. By actively working to
become like them, we can progress as well.

When you die, and I come to your funeral, I want to be able to fight back a tear
because you were a positive influence to everyone you meet. I'm sure you'd wish
the same for me. Let's go out there and change the world -- or at least the part of
it we can influence toward the positive side.
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