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You no doubt have heard the phrase, “A picture is worth a thousand words.” Do you know what the 

right word is worth? Priceless. 

        

The words we use have power. Effective communication with the people we love and the people we 

work with can make all the difference in the world. Use the right words, say them in the right way, and 

people will listen. But use the wrong word(s) and you can create serious trouble for yourself. Or it may be in 

how you say the word(s).  

        

The good news is that there is a simple, yet powerful, solution. It’s thinking about the exact words 

you use before you talk and how you want to say them. For example, if you are in a conversation you can 

offer an “opinion” and people will hear it as what you think should be done. But use the word “possibility,” 

and people hear your idea not as what you think should be done but as a possibility to be discussed. They are 

more open to considering it. 

        

Try this one. You want to give someone you care about well-intentioned feedback so you time your 

comment as they do something good.  

 

“John, you did great on that report, but next time could you please include the financials midway 

through the report instead of at the end?”  

 

Sounds harmless right? Wrong.  

 

As soon as you say “but,” the person you are talking to hears only negatives, including your 

compliment.”  

 

Rephrase it and you’ll communicate much more effectively.  

 

“John, you did great on that report, and putting the financials midway through will make it even 

stronger!”  

 

The difference is using “and” instead of “but.” And is more positive and links both aspects of the 

feedback together so they are heard as a positive. 

        

“Should” is another one of those words that can send the wrong message. Compare these two: “You 

should make the coffee stronger.” Or, “You might make the coffee stronger.”  

 

In the second phrase you chose to use “might” instead of “should,” positioning your languaging as a 

possibility instead of what someone might hear as you must do. 

        

       Words do have power; so do phrases.  

        

       If you are unclear about something a person says, you can say, “What do you mean by that?” Or, you 

can say, “To help me better understand what you are saying,” and go on to ask a question. It might work like 

this.  

        

       Option 1: “You need to lose weight.”  

        

       Option 2: “To help me better understand what you are saying, what is it you see about my weight that 

concerns you?”   
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       The words you chose in option two show you truly want to understand and hear the meaning of what the 

person is saying about your weight. It demonstrates evidence that you are engaged and care about what they 

have to say. It will also take you on a path toward clarity.  

        

       The technique of asking questions for clarity can be illuminating. You’ll find yourself engaged and 

listening for meaning. And when you do that you will have a more powerful connection with the person you 

are engaged with. 

        

       “Can’t” is another one of those key words. If you respond to someone with the word “can’t,” it will 

usually shut him or her down.  

 

For instance, you are driving with a friend in the passenger seat and you are both late for work. Even 

though the speed limit is 60mph, your friend might say, “Why can’t you go 65mph?”  Most people would 

respond by saying, “I can’t drive 65mph.” What they hear is what won’t happen. End of discussion. You 

have shut down the conversation. It doesn’t matter how effectively you deliver that phrase.  

 

However, if you speak differently you can be heard differently. For example, “I can drive 60 miles 

an hour but believe I would be driving unsafe to go 65mph.” The person will hear what you can do instead 

of what you can’t do. 

        

       We’ve all grown up hearing advice to share our feelings, but that may not always be the best advice. For 

instance, you could say, “I feel like you don’t listen to me.” Or, “I become unhappy when I think you don’t 

listen to me.”  

 

In the second example you shared exactly what happens when you have the feeling which offers 

greater clarity and understanding instead of just saying, “I feel like you don’t listen to me.”  

 

Thinking about what you are going to say and carefully using the best words, also helps because you 

are more specific and avoid generalities. The more specific you are, the better you can be understood.  

        

       When you talk with someone think about the conversation as being two way. It’s interactive. It’s a 

“conversation,” not a dialogue. You are working to share meaningful information with each other in a way 

that has both people engaged and actively listening to each other. 

        

       By the way, listening may be one of the most misunderstood forms of effective communication there is. 

How many times have you been listening to someone speak, only to be waiting to get out your point? Or 

thinking about something else while the person is talking? Unless you consciously clear your mind, you 

won’t hear exactly what the speaker wants to convey.  

 

Whether you speak up or not, when you are thinking about what to say next you have in essence 

interrupted the speaker. Instead, listen intently. Listen for meaning. Listen for understanding. And be 

willing to ask the speaker to elaborate on various points so you have clarity about what they are saying. It’s 

about respect, listening for clarity, and understanding what they have said.   

        

       When you have a conversation with someone, keep your eyes on him or her. When you look away while 

they are talking, you make a loud statement without saying a word: “What you have to say isn’t important.” 

Is that how you want to be treated? Think for moment how you feel when someone’s eyes are wandering as 
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you talk with them. It’s as if they are not interested in what you have to say. Sometimes that picture is worth 

a thousand words.  

        

 

Think also about how you say your words. Does it sound like you arte talking down to the person or are you 

speaking with a caring voice, pace, and tone? Are you rushing through sensitive words and phrases or taking 

the time to say them in a way which allows them to be clearly understood. Are you speaking out of emotion 

or commotion? It’s not just the words and phrases; it’s how you say the them. 

 

Remember Dr. Martin Luther King’s speech I Have a Dream? It was delivered on the steps at the Lincoln 

Memorial in Washington D.C. on August 28, 1963. The words conveyed strong messages, but how he said 

them did so much more. He gave hope? He made a statement and paused ever so quickly for people to hear 

it. I can hear the words now: 

 

“I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live out the true meaning of its creed: We 

hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men are created equal.” 

“I have a dream that one day on the red hills of Georgia the sons of former slaves and the sons of 

former slaveowners will be able to sit down together at a table of brotherhood.” 

“I have a dream that one day even the state of Mississippi, a desert state, sweltering with the heat of 

injustice and oppression, will be transformed into an oasis of freedom and justice.” 

“I have a dream that my four children will one day live in a nation where they will not be judged by 

the color of their skin but by the content of their character. I have a dream today.”  

 

 

Another great example of using the right words and saying them in the right way was President John F. 

Kennedy’s Inaugural Address January 20, 1961in Washington, D.C. 

 

“Let the word go forth from this time and place, to friend and foe alike, that the torch has been 

passed to a new generation of Americans--born in this century, tempered by war, disciplined by a hard and 

bitter peace, proud of our ancient heritage--and unwilling to witness or permit the slow undoing of those 

human rights to which this nation has always been committed, and to which we are committed today at 

home and around the world.” 

     “Let every nation know, whether it wishes us well or ill, that we shall pay any price, bear any burden, 

meet any hardship, support any friend, oppose any foe to assure the survival and the success of liberty.” 

“And so, my fellow Americans: ask not what your country can do for you--ask what you can do for 

your country.” 

     My fellow citizens of the world: ask not what America will do for you, but what together we can do for 

the freedom of man.” 

Speak from the heart----the loving and caring heart. Few things are more powerful than speaking 

from the heart. If you listen to what your heart says instead of your emotions, you are more likely to 

carefully think about what you want to communicate before you choose your words. 

  

When we work with groups and individuals we coach them on the words they use, how they use 

their voice, and how they communicate with their body language.  

 

       Always mean what you say and say what you mean. Honor your word and the words you consciously 

choose to use. Choose to use, don’t lose to choose. You have choice in the words, phrases, and questions 

you speak. Think carefully. Make it a habit to think before you speak and you will be a more successful 

communicator.  


