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Below, Robert Mazur, a former U.S. federal agent and the New York Times best-selling author
of “The Infiltrator,” a memoir about his life undercover as a money launderer within Pablo
Escobar’s Medellin Cartel, shares his key leadership lessons from the underworld.
I was honored to be invited to deliver a keynote presentation at the GLL Global General
Counsel Forum at Villa d’Este. Knowing I would be speaking to some of the world’s most
gifted lawyers, it occurred to me I could deliver something of value by sharing insights with
them about the training I received from psychologists and educators who taught me how
to maximize rapport and communication. For me, learning those skills meant the
difference between life and death. For those at the conference, hopefully, the stakes
aren’t quite as high. But, regardless of one’s journey in life, learning how one can maximize
relationships in their business and personal lives is paramount to success.
There are very distinct steps one can take to improve their ability to establish solid and
positive bonds with their superiors, employees, peers and clients. After all, no matter
where one goes or what one does, people are people.
While chronicling my five years within the underworld, I’ve made real-life references to the
techniques that often enhance rapport and improve communication. In my NY Times
bestselling book, The Infiltrator, I weaved those lessons within the story of my journey
infiltrating the Medellin Cartel as a highly sophisticated money launderer for some of the
world’s most ruthless criminals, including Pablo Escobar. More recently, I’ve demonstrated
the use of those skills in my new book, The Betrayal, which reveals my operating
undercover for years as a trusted launderer within the Cali drug cartel and Panamanian
underworld.
My trainers focused my attention on 9 important points one should examine to enhance
rapport and communication with the most important people in your life, whatever it is you
do. This article will broadly overview those 9 steps, but when presenting about these
insights in an executive learning session, I generally spend hours exploring the nuances of
each step.
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First and foremost, you need to care so much about your success with a key player
that you’re willing to “do your homework.” By that I mean there is nothing about a key
player that you don’t want to know. With adequate research, you can discover the things
that are most important to them in their lives, you can better understand them, you can
learn their likes and dislikes, and you can identify common ground. In today’s world, with
the information available about all of us on the internet, you have a fertile field of
information that will help you to understand the mind of a key player long before you
approach them. If you focus on and develop common likes and dislikes, your ability to build
rapport will be greatly enhanced.
You need to develop a written operational plan, a mission statement that identifies
the various tiers you need to achieve to obtain success in a relationship. Developing a
connection is no different than building a house. You don’t construct the roof before you dig
the foundation. You must design a plan to achieve each step that will ultimately build a
strong relationship. That plan should be disciplined, but it should also offer you
contingencies. This is no different than the contingency plan your GPS offers you when you
make a wrong turn in your car. It immediately provides you with an alternate way to get
where you ultimately hope to end your trip. This plan should be so vivid in your mind that
if offers you a virtual reality that enables you to see your success at each turn in the road of
the relationship. You should anticipate the hard questions and best answers, and you
should rehearse your communication before it occurs. You should repeat those virtual
discussions with different outcomes to maximize your preparedness. When I worked
undercover, before meeting a major player, I sat in the room of my undercover house
where I knew the discussion would take place. I sat in the seat I intended to occupy, and I
looked at the empty seat my subject would occupy. For hours, I envisioned a dozen
different ways the conversation might play out. When the real meeting occurred, regardless
of how it went, for me it was a rerun of a show I’d seen before.
Oftentimes, people broadcast verbal and non-verbal clues that help you to
understand whether their words are consistent with their full truth. You need to
identify those clues and develop a sixth sense that warns you of possible deception by
others and also gives you insights into how you can use verbal and non-verbal clues to
maximize your message. There are dozens of body movements and word selections that
offer red flags. Just a few include:


Maintaining eye contact shows interest and confidence. A lack of eye contact
suggests discomfort or dishonesty.



Leaning forward shows interest, concern, and importance. Conversely, leaning back
shows resistance, disinterest, or doubt.



A genuine smile is a sign of positivity and warmth, whereas a frown shows
discomfort, disinterest, or tension.



Head nodding suggests understanding and patience, while a furrowed brow
suggests confusion, disagreement, or discomfort.
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When speaking with cartel players on issues I wanted them to accept as truth, I often
leaned forward, projected a genuine smile, lowered my voice and looked them
straight in the eye as I delivered my message. I rarely sat across the table from them,
that’s potentially too confrontational. I always chose a seating arrangement that
positioned them to my side. That formula gave me an upper hand when it came time to
convince them of a most important “fact.”
There’s no more effective way of getting people to open up and offer details than to use
silence and active listening. This involves a purposeful pause one can make after asking
an open-ended question. A simple example of this technique can be seen when you ask
someone that appears to be troubled, “How are you doing?” A typical protective response
by a troubled person is, “Oh, I’m fine.” Once that answer is delivered, if you maintain eye
contact with a slight smile, demonstrate a look of concern with a minor tilt of the head, and
you remain silent, it creates an awkward moment for the guarded person that often
compels them to deliver details. I remember this technique being used by one of the cartel
members after I was introduced to him as a potential money laundering source. He simply
turned to me and said, “So, Mr. Musella, what can you do for me?” He smiled and tilted his
head. That was his way of telling me I had the stage and I needed to deliver.
People don’t care how much you know until they know how much you care. You have
to earn trust. If you demonstrate to someone that you care about them, it will enhance
rapport, reinforce credibility, and strengthen your bond. Techniques used to earn trust
include looking a person directly in the eye during conversation, remembering key facts,
and being respectfully attentive. After a discussion with a person important to me, I often
made notes shortly after the meeting. This gave me a pallet of details from which I could
research topics that were important to my subject. The next time we met, I was prepared to
discuss the things that appeared to be of greatest interest to them. That reinforced their
sense that I cared about them and their thoughts.
Your message loses power when it is primarily delivered only by you. Having your
subject arrive at a conclusion because of external information they gather enhances a
verification of your message. When I played the role of a mob connected money launderer, I
never told anyone I was a part of an Italian/American crime family. In fact, I denied that the
American mafia existed. But they saw my high-end life style, they accompanied me to social
clubs that were frequented by the underworld, they saw my bodyguard, I and those around
me used words common to the underworld, and I carried myself in a way common to
someone in that world. Those external passive reinforcements convinced them I was a
mobster.
Discussions of important details about you between third parties, one of whom
shares those details with your subject, is another effective indirect way for the
delivery of facts important to your credibility. Like passive reinforcements, learning
about you and your message from sources other than yourself creates an effective outside
information stream.
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Abraham Lincoln taught us a very important lesson about the most effective way to
neutralize those that might otherwise attempt to obstruct us. After defeating his three
rivals, he stunned many by appointing them to the positions of Secretary of State, Secretary
of the Treasury and Attorney General. By taking those steps, the success of his rivals
became tied to his success. I used this technique undercover when one of the cartel
member’s associates first viewed me as competition for the loyalty and success of his boss.
Over time, I approached his boss, complemented this obstructer relative to his abilities and
asked permission to engage him to handle certain tasks for me. The cartel member gave his
permission, and in short order, this obstructer was working with and for me. I enabled him
to earn money he wouldn’t otherwise have earned, and trusted him with some important
tasks. Before long, he came to me and began to open up about ways in which he thought I
might be able to help him succeed. What otherwise could have become an adversarial
relationship turned into a relationship between two people that benefited from their
respective successes.
Above all, you need to train to be the best “you.” You can never forget the synergy of
body, mind, and spirit:


Health must be one of your core values. Physical conditioning improves mental
capacity, mood, and reduces stress. Simple things like eating and sleeping well can’t
be forgotten.



While being the best “you”, you need to work harder and longer than anyone else.
You must show that you’re willing to get your hands dirty by not asking anyone to
do something you’re not willing to do.



Being quietly confident, rather than boastful, goes a very long way with others.



In order to continue to grow your abilities, you have to volunteer to be a beginner.
Learning and mastering new things, especially the unique abilities of your team
members, enables you to expand your opportunities for success and common
ground with others.



It is important to strive to identify your weaknesses. The best source for doing that
comes from encouraging your close and solid friends to help you identify what
improvements you can make.



Surrounding yourself with people smarter than you develops a culture of success
and promotes team confidence. There’s no greater detriment to real success than
surrounding yourself with people that only tell you “yes” and are afraid to speak
truth to power.



You need to commit to something bigger than yourself. It can’t always be about you.
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Take the time to make sure everyone is comfortable with and knows their role. Go
out of your way to help others to understand their impact on the team. Be honest
and demonstrate that fairness is important.

Robert Mazur, a U.S. federal agent for 27 years, is a court-certified expert in money
laundering-related matters in both the U.S. and Canada. He is the New York Times best-selling
author of “THE INFILTRATOR,” a memoir about his life undercover as a money launderer
within Pablo Escobar’s Medellin Cartel. He was an executive producer of the film by the same
name, starring Bryan Cranston. His new book, “THE BETRAYAL”, a memoir about his
undercover life as a launderer for the Cali Cartel and underworld of Panama, will be released
by Amazon Publishing in April of 2022. He is the president of KYC Solutions, a company that
provides speaking, training, consulting and expert witness services globally.
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