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PREFACE   

WHAT’S THE BIG DEAL 

ABOUT BIG TALK? 

During the course of your day, you probably had 

many discussions with people—two, five, ten, 

fifty. You may have facilitated a meeting, led a negotia-

tion, clashed with a coworker, moderated a panel, made a 

sale, or consulted with others to propose a new project. 

Perhaps you had an interview, found yourself at odds with 

a customer, or helped resolve a conflict. Or you may have 

gotten the kids off to school, attended a parent/teacher 

conference, or had lunch with friends. 

We might label these discussions “conversations,” but 

did you really converse? Did you truly engage others in a 

dialogue? You may have spent much of your day talking, 

but in the end, what did you really talk about? When 
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you’re faced with disputes and disagreements during the 

course of a project, the tension continues to build. The 

truth is that most of us go weeks without having meaning-

ful conversations with anyone—coworkers, project team 

members, customers, or even family and friends. 

Lots of conversation is limited to gossip, soap operas, 

celebrities, popular TV programs, sports, and fashion. It’s 

probably even fair to say that some of these conversations 

can be labeled as small talk. Now, I’m not dismissing the 

importance of small talk. After all, there are times when 

it is appropriate to engage in nothing but small talk, such 

as times when you’re waiting for a meeting to begin, get-

ting to know a client or department head, or standing 

in line. Small talk serves a critical function—it helps us 

break the ice with people we don’t know and reacquaint 

ourselves with those we haven’t seen in a while. It also 

helps us establish commonalities with the people we 

meet, build rapport, and make the connections necessary 

to build a conversational framework. And, where appro-

priate, small talk clears the way for more intimate con-

versation and lays the foundation for strong, enduring 

relationships. It’s oftentimes the crucial starting point 

(the appetizer) that precedes the bigger, meatier conver-

sations (the main dish) to come. 

That’s all well and good, but what happens when we— 
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you, me, and the people we interact with each day—get 

too full from nibbling on the appetizer and don’t have 

room for the main dish? 

By now, I hope you’ve read my book The Fine Art of 

Small Talk, and you have not only thought about and im-

plemented the skills and techniques I discussed, but have 

also come to understand the value of developing relation-

ships, building business, and enhancing rapport. So if 

small talk is the appetizer, we might label the entrée as 

Big Talk. Big Talk helps us achieve our conversational 

goals. When we engage in Big Talk, we are trying to in-

form or teach, share feedback or an opinion, gain feed-

back, learn something, avoid conflict, ask for something, 

or motivate or persuade someone to think or do some-

thing. 

There’s something you should know about Big Talk— 

it’s . . . well . . .  big. And it can be pretty tough. Big Talk 

usually requires thought, reasoning, respect, and diplo-

macy. It requires a dialogue, a conversational give-and-

take with one or more people, and it requires good listening 

skills and patience. With those thoughts in mind, it’s clear 

why many of us stick with the small talk (which can be 

challenging in its own right) and rarely ever get around to 

the Big Talk. Sometimes, we offer uncontroversial opin-

ions on banal subjects because we know those opinions 
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won’t be held against us or because we don’t want to put 

in the effort required to engage in deeper conversation. 

We may be afraid that our Big Talk will be inappropriate 

or awkward, or we may worry that we’ll be labeled as too 

serious and no fun to be around. 

We sometimes gravitate away from Big Talk to keep 

ourselves at a safe distance from others and to walk away 

unburdened by what we might have learned or not learned, 

by what we might have been taught or not taught. In 

fact, the four main reasons we don’t progress from small 

talk to Big Talk are that (1) it’s an inappropriate time for 

anything but small talk, (2) we’re creatures of (small talk) 

habit, (3) we risk finding out that we’re somewhat mis-

taken or flat-out wrong, and (4) we’re fearful of revealing 

too much or of revealing the wrong information at the 

wrong time in the wrong way. 

Conversation—Big Talk—is the key to achieving every-

thing that is important to you in your professional and 

personal life. Big Talk is the key to your ability to do 

what you want and be what you want in this world. What 

might happen if you learned the proper techniques for 

transitioning from small talk to Big Talk? If you could 

break habits and engage in more meaningful conver-

sations? If you managed difficult discussions and differ-

ences of opinion with ease and diplomacy? If you could 
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accept that you may sometimes be wrong, or less unequiv-

ocally right than you’d like to be? What might happen if 

small talk served as a handy springboard for articulate pre-

sentation and serious analysis? 

In The Fine Art of the Big Talk, we’ll discuss these very 

questions in order to clearly demonstrate the many bene-

fits of Big Talk. Because The Fine Art of the Big Talk is a 

companion piece to The Fine Art of Small Talk (they’re the 

two halves of the talk equation), we’ll also create a road 

map that will show you how to progress from small talk 

to Big Talk and how to engage in Big Talk at the appro-

priate times and in the appropriate situations. These 

small talk and Big Talk skills will help you meet your 

professional and personal goals and help you create and 

follow your own road map—one of your own design. 





B U I L D I N G   

B I G   

TA L K   

S K I L L S   





I 

C H A P T E R  1    

A  ROA D  M A P  TO  

B I G  TA L K  

Learn how to transition from small talk to Big 

Talk, and take your conversations to a deeper level. 

magine that you walk into a conference room a few 

minutes before a meeting starts and you see your 

client sitting at the table. You walk over, smile, shake her 

hand, and ask her how she’s doing. Rather than small talk 

with you for a bit, your client launches into an in-depth 

discussion of some of the technical issues that will be ad-

dressed during the meeting. 

At some point, you’ve probably worked with someone— 

a boss, coworker, business partner, or client—who skips 

the small talk and jumps right into the Big Talk. No ques-

tions about how you’re doing or how business is faring. No 

informal chatting about common interests, friends, sports, 
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movies, or family vacations. Think about how those con-

versations made you feel. Sometimes people forget (or 

don’t know or don’t care) that Big Talk is usually pre-

ceded by small talk. A conversation that goes straight to 

Big Talk can make people feel rushed or stressed. It can 

convey that the person rushing to Big Talk doesn’t want 

to build a rapport or doesn’t want to find commonalities 

from which to strengthen the relationship over the long 

term. 

Big Talk isn’t meant to be a race to the finish. When 

you’re driving, you don’t go zero to sixty in five seconds 

flat. Small talk is kind of like starting your car engine and 

slowly pulling out of the driveway or parking space. Big 

Talk, on the other hand, is more like the process of driv-

ing down the road. Relationship building is based on 

good communication (small talk and Big Talk), and good 

communication takes time and effort. You can see why 

the connection between small talk and Big Talk is criti-

cally important. Luckily, the rewards can be both valu-

able and long lasting. 

When you have a conversation with someone, you usu-

ally have a specific goal you’re hoping to attain. Maybe 

you’re attending a networking event to build contacts, 

or you may be collecting information to prepare a report. 

You can’t attain your goal, however, unless you know 
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what it is you want to achieve and map out a path that 

will get you there. When you create a road map, you 

greatly increase your chances of getting where you want 

to go. 

WHAT’S THE PURPOSE OF BIG TALK? 

There’s Car Talk on National Public Radio (also called 

“talk radio”), there’s at least one sports talk show on every 

radio dial, there’s “loose talk” and “trash talk,” there’s 

“pillow talk,” and now there’s “Google talk.” There’s even 

“Talk Like a Pirate Day” (September 19—mark your cal-

endar!). 

You can talk someone around to your point of view, talk 

at someone whose viewpoint you don’t care to hear, talk 

back to someone by responding belligerently, talk down to 

someone by speaking in a condescending manner, talk out 

or talk over an issue in great detail, talk up something you 

support, talk big by bragging, and talk sense by speaking 

rationally. 

With so many different kinds of talk, it’s important to 

clearly differentiate Big Talk from the rest. At its core, Big 

Talk is important talk. Significant, meaningful talk. 

Big Talk is the difficult conversation when an anticipated 

promotion does not pan out or the expected work is less 
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than ideal. It’s talk that is seen as an in-depth exploration 

of business, political, religious, cultural, or other com-

plex or potentially controversial topics, talk that provides 

an opportunity to ask for something, sell something, mo-

tivate someone, learn from someone, or teach someone. 

Businesspeople might see Big Talk as the negotiation for 

a multimillion-dollar merger. Parents might see Big Talk 

as “the talk” they have with their children about sex. A 

married couple might see it as discussions about family 

finances and raising kids. 

According to Professor Ron Carter of the University of 

Nottingham, Big Talk means discussing our ideas and 

having them challenged so that we may refine them, ex-

tend them, or elaborate on our first thoughts. Along those 

lines, Big Talk might be defined simply as the expression 

of thoughts or emotions in words, an exchange of ideas 

or opinions through conversation, a conference or nego-

tiation, a discourse that maintains equilibrium with bat-

tling departments, or a means of influencing someone or 

gaining something we want. 

With these thoughts in mind, The Fine Art of the Big 

Talk will help you increase your language awareness, 

adopt the principles of constructive communication, and 

acquire the conversation skills you need to feel confident 

and poised in any situation. If you practice the simple 
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techniques revealed here, you’ll learn how to do the fol-

lowing: 

• Manage conflict by responding, not reacting. 

• Formulate messages that are clear and organized. 

• Formulate messages that get to the point. 

• Direct conversations in order to manage and use 

time and resources effectively. 

• Engage in workplace conversations that invite par-

ticipation and increase productivity. 

• Listen for information and create conversational 

bridges to better engage others in problem-solving 

activities. 

• Gain the ability to handle difficult conversations. 

• Design messages that cover critical information in 

order to increase influence and build trust. 

• Establish rapport and follow through on commit-

ments in order to strengthen relationships. 

• Provide feedback and candid communications in a 

helpful, nonthreatening way. 
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Big Talk involves building blocks of conversation, the 

kind that can reinforce the foundation of both business 

and personal relationships. Put simply, Big Talk picks up 

where the small talk stops. 

WHAT CAN YOU GAIN FROM 

BEING A BETTER “BIG TALKER”? 

“No one would talk much in society if they knew how 

often they misunderstood others.” 

—Johann Wolfgang von Goethe 

The better you work to understand other people’s ideas, 

feelings, and desires, the more clearly others come to un-

derstand and appreciate your ideas, feelings, and desires. 

And the easier it is to make sure that everyone is playing 

on the same team and reaching for the same goals. Work-

ing and living with others requires constant Big Talking. 

On the flip side, the less concern you show for other peo-

ple’s points of view, the less likely they will be to share 

your cares and concerns. 

When you become a better Big Talker, you achieve 

more with less anxiety and stress. You gain more respect, 

influence, peace of mind, and comfort with conflict. You 
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create more satisfying connections with others and build 

a healthier life for yourself. 

More respect. Everyday communication is based largely 

on imitation (e.g., I raise my voice, you raise your 

voice; I smile, you smile). This helps everyone feel com-

fortable. When you adopt a more compassionate and re-

spectful attitude toward your conversation partners, you 

invite and influence them to adopt the same attitude to-

ward you. 

More influence. When you’re honest and attentive, you 

are more likely to engage other people and reach agree-

ments that everyone can live with. You’re also more likely 

to get what you want for reasons you won’t later regret. 

Lies and deception have a habit of catching up with you 

and can sometimes have dire consequences. 

More comfort with conflict. Everyone has different tal-

ents, so there is much to be gained when people work to-

gether. Living and working with others will always involve 

some level of conflict, however, because each person also 

has different needs and viewpoints. When you have a bet-

ter understanding of what goes on in conversations, you 
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can become a better team problem-solver and conflict nav-

igator. Learning to listen to others more deeply can increase 

your ability to engage in a dialogue of genuine give-and-

take, as well as help you generate solutions that meet more 

of everyone’s needs. 

More peace of mind. Every action you take toward 

others reverberates inside your own mind and body, so 

adopting a more peaceful and creative attitude in your 

interaction with others can significantly lower your own 

stress level. Even in the most difficult situations, you can 

learn to respond calmly and positively. 

More satisfying connections with others. Learning 

to become a better Big Talker will help you explore 

two big questions: “What’s going on inside me?” and 

“What’s going on inside you?” Today, people are so 

bombarded with distractions and “spin” that many of 

them don’t know their own hearts very well, let alone 

the hearts of others. Exercises in listening can help you 

really hear what others have to say and reassure your 

conversation partners that you seek to understand what 

they’re going through. In addition, exercises in self-

expression can help you ask for what you want more 

clearly and calmly. 
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A healthier life. In his book Love and Survival, Dr. Dean 

Ornish cites numerous studies that show how supportive 

relationships help people survive life-threatening illnesses. 

To the degree that you use cooperative communication 

skills to both give and receive more emotional support, 

you will greatly enhance your chances of living a longer 

and healthier life. 

THE ART OF CONSTRUCTIVE BIG TALK 

Constructive talk preserves a positive relationship be-

tween communicators, while enabling people to address 

problems, face challenges, negotiate resolutions, and evalu-

ate outcomes. Poor approaches to communication, on the 

other hand, can create or exacerbate problems. 

Let’s say you need to counsel an employee who has a neg-

ative attitude, has a personality conflict with a coworker, or 

hasn’t performed up to expectations. The risk of putting 

the employee on the defensive is very high, so some man-

agers might take an apathetic approach and avoid con-

fronting the problem altogether. Other managers might 

take a hard-nosed approach that doesn’t acknowledge or 

address the employee’s feelings or concerns. A better ap-

proach would be to address the issue directly, honestly, and 

diplomatically using the techniques described below. 
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Problem-oriented talk focuses on a problem that can 

be solved rather than on the person responsible for the 

problem. Person-oriented communication, on the other 

hand, puts the listener on the defensive and focuses 

attention on blame rather than on ways to avoid or 

solve future problems. For example, a committee chair 

might tell a committee member that a topic is “not 

on today’s agenda” rather than making the critique 

personal by saying, “You’re off topic.” Stop to think 

about how your comment might feel if it were said 

to you, especially by a superior. You don’t have to 

sugarcoat everything you say, but a remark that 

inadvertently blames someone else will only create 

unnecessary conflict. 

Congruent talk conveys what the speaker is thinking 

and feeling. While discretion is more appropriate than 

full disclosure in some situations, we tend to 

communicate more effectively by being constructively 

candid, thus enabling listeners to trust what we say. 

On the flip side, incongruent communication 

misleads listeners. For example, we might say we 

don’t care about an important topic when we really 

do, leading to potential problems down the road. 



A  R O A D  M A P  T O  B I G  T A L K  | 1 9  

Descriptive talk expresses objective descriptions of 

problems rather than evaluations of those problems, 

while evaluative communication expresses judgment 

of the listener, putting the listener on the defensive. 

An example of a blatantly evaluative statement 

would be “You screwed up the last shipment.” It’s 

more descriptive—and therefore more 

constructive—to say, “Your last shipment left out an 

important piece.” 

Validating talk helps people feel understood, 

appreciated, and accepted. In contrast, invalidating 

communication makes people feel as if they are 

misunderstood, worthless, or incompetent. Invali-

dating communication is superiority-oriented, rigid, 

impervious, or indifferent. 

Let’s say a marketing manager counsels a staff member 

about releasing a sales collateral package without including 

a key presentation. Imagine that in self-defense, the staff 

member says, “The presentation isn’t done, so I thought it 

would be better to send everything else right away rather 

than wait for it to be finished. I e-mailed the sales reps to 

keep them in the loop.” 
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The following responses by the marketing manager are 

examples of invalidating communication: 

• “Take my word for it, sending incomplete packages 

causes more problems than it solves.” (superiority-

oriented) 

• “We never send out incomplete packages.” (rigid) 

• “Well, I guess you thought wrong.” (impervious) 

• “Burn new CDs when we get the presentation— 

don’t e-mail it out.” (indifferent) 

Invalidating communication treats the listener like a lesser 

person, while validating communication shows respect for 

the listener’s thoughts and feelings. Validating communi-

cation centers on finding a point of agreement. The mar-

keting manager could have said, “I agree that getting sales 

collateral out in a timely fashion is a high priority. How-

ever, sending incomplete packages often creates more has-

sles and confusion than delivery delays. Please call the sales 

reps to let them know the presentation isn’t ready yet.” 

Specific talk provides the clarity listeners need. 

Global statements of problems, on the other hand, 
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often seem too broad and ambiguous, misrepresenting 

problems and making them seem too large to be 

resolved. In the preceding example, if the manager 

told the staff member, “You confused the sales reps,” 

the staff member might become defensive and think, 

“Only idiots who don’t read their e-mail would be 

confused.” In other words, the manager’s comment is 

too general and sweeping to be completely accurate 

or to garner a productive response. The manager’s 

comment also doesn’t instruct the staff member how 

to improve. A more specific statement would explain 

what the manager expects: “Sending incomplete 

packages creates more hassles than delivery delays, 

so let’s avoid sending incomplete packages in the 

future.” 

Difficult talk is anything you struggle talking about. 

Different factors unsettle different people. Someone 

who conveys his or her opinion clearly and con-

vincingly may not be as effective at dealing with 

others’ emotions or delivering bad news. A boss with 

a gift for giving negative feedback without harming 

morale may have trouble managing personality clashes 

between members of his or her staff. 
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Conjunctive talk is communication that flows 

smoothly from one topic to the next. Constructive 

communicators use conjunctive talk to explore a topic 

fully before shifting to another topic, which enables 

the other party to recognize that his or her input is 

valued. Disjunctive communicators, on the other hand, 

tend to talk over other people, cut other people off 

when they’re speaking, and switch topics frequently. 

A discussion that bounces around from one topic to 

the next without bringing closure to any of the topics 

is hardly constructive. 

Owned talk occurs when we take responsibility for 

our statements and acknowledge that we are the 

source of the ideas conveyed, not someone else. We 

“disown” communication when we attribute our 

comments to third parties. The manager above would 

have disowned communication by saying, “The sales 

reps wanted me to ask you not to send incomplete 

packages.” We tend to have more respect for people 

who are accountable for the ideas they communicate 

and the requests they make. 

Two-way talk is a valuable managerial tool. Effective 

two-way listening involves actively absorbing the 
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information shared by a speaker, showing that you’re 

listening and interested, and providing feedback to 

the speaker to show that the message was received. 

The Fine Art of the Big Talk is filled with techniques and 

hints that will help you build the skills you need to en-

gage in important conversations. By the time you finish 

this book, you’ll have the information and resources at 

your disposal to make you a successful Big Talker—one 

who knows how to transition from small talk to Big Talk, 

reinforce the strength of existing personal and profes-

sional relationships, and communicate with others in a 

fulfilling, meaningful way. 

It’s time to learn more about Big Talk. The open road 

awaits. 



I 

C H A P T E R  2    

K N OW  YO U R  

AU D I E N C E  

Actively identify and tailor your communication to 

your specific audience—your customers, business part-

ners, coworkers and colleagues, managers, employees, 

and family members. Consider how others hear what 

you have to say and, perhaps more importantly, focus 

on learning more about your audience. 

t would make no sense to give a speech about hunting 

techniques to a group of animal activists or to give 

a presentation about knitting at a wrestling convention. 

These are no-brainers, but knowing your audience and 

tailoring your communications accordingly are usually 

much more subtle and complex tasks. 

It can be very difficult to know your audience ahead 

of time. It requires time and thought, trial and error. 
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It requires you to see the situation from someone else’s 

perspective, perhaps even before you’ve met. 

Every audience—every person or group of people—is 

different. They have different personalities, different expec-

tations, different wants, and different needs. But they all 

share one thing in common: they want to be heard. This is 

where asking the right questions and listening carefully to 

the answers comes into play. With that thought in mind, 

there are some standard guidelines you can follow when 

talking to different audiences in different situations. 

TALKING TO CUSTOMERS 

Generally speaking, you talk to customers to build rapport, 

reinforce your relationship, or sell something. Because cus-

tomer communications are goal-oriented, the better you 

know your customers, the better your chance of achieving 

your goal. 

The best way to earn your customers’ goodwill is to 

present yourself as humble, respectful, and politely in-

quisitive. You know more about your business than your 

customers do, so make them comfortable by explaining 

information from their point of view. Watch for clues 

that the customer is becoming confused, and ask if there 

is a need for clarification. When talking to nontechnical 
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customers about technical details, focus on people and ac-

tions rather than on code, jargon, and systems. 

What do your customers need to know, and what’s the 

most effective way to make sure they know and understand 

it? Ask good questions. Determine the right questions to 

ask by doing research. Learn about your customers and 

their businesses, and draw upon this information when dis-

cussing your products or services. Provide specific informa-

tion that tells your customers what’s in it for them and why 

they should care. Will your product increase efficiency and 

staff productivity? Are your company’s services more reli-

able and more cost-effective than those of your competi-

tors? The more you know about a customer’s specific needs, 

the more you will be able to target your sales approach. 

TARGETED SELLING 

Think of the last time a door-to-door salesperson tried 

to sell you something you’d never buy in a million years. 

Or when a car dealer tried to get you to pay for features 

you didn’t need. Don’t waste your time or your cus-

tomers’ time with generic sales pitches. Build a loyal 

customer base by showing that you understand what 

your customers want and need. 
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The key is customer service. That means telling cus-

tomers what they want to hear without lying or bending 

the truth. Try the following: 

• Ask open-ended questions like “How can I help?” to 

begin the conversation in a positive way and give 

your customers a chance to give you clues about 

how you can target your approach. 

• Customers seek products and services to solve a 

problem, so if you can fix it, you’re likely to keep 

their business. 

• Demonstrate your ongoing commitment to your 

customers by keeping them posted on future devel-

opments. Let them know when a new product might 

be of service to them. 

• To build a trusting, thoughtful relationship, ask if 

your customers have any questions. 

Prevent tension with customers. Instead of “The dam-

age won’t be fixed for a week,” offer: “The item will be re-

paired next week.” Instead of “There will be a delay in 

your order,” say: “We will ship your order as soon as pos-

sible.” When a customer complains and you respond with 
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“This delay is completely unacceptable. Of course you 

must be angry,” it is more difficult for him or her to say, 

“This is unacceptable. I’m angry.” 

Learn all you can about your customer’s business, and 

you’ll create the best possible odds of selling your prod-

uct or service to that customer. 

TALKING TO BUSINESS ASSOCIATES 

A negotiation with business associates—whether within 

your own company or from another company—certainly 

qualifies as Big Talk. Just as you research your customers, 

you need to know as much about the characters involved 

in a negotiation as you can. With that in mind, think in 

terms of two kinds of data that you must gather: task-

related information and background information. 

Task-related information is collected for a specific pur-

pose and related only to the matter at hand. If you’re 

working on a business plan, for example, you may need to 

know projected labor market trends for people with a key 

skill. 

If time is of the essence and little is at stake, task-

related information may be sufficient. Usually, however, 

you also need background information in order to 

understand the personalities involved, the environment 
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in which they work, and the way they have done business 

in the past. Without this information at your disposal, 

someone might bring up an unknown fact that knocks 

down your arguments and causes the negotiation to un-

ravel. 

Evaluate the deal and determine how much time you 

need to spend on your research. If the consequences are 

great, you will need as much information as possible. 

There are a number of things you can do to build your 

background information: 

• Read a newspaper or news website that is respected 

for its journalism, such as The Economist. 

• Read magazines dedicated to the industry in ques-

tion to learn as much as you can about the way the 

business is run. 

• Interview experts in the field. 

• Study the customers that the company serves and 

look for the similarities between them. 

• Research the company’s goals and objectives. 

• Read articles or corporate newsletters regarding the 

company to determine what problems it faces. 
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• If you really need to know something that you can-

not find through research—ask. 

TACKLING DIFFICULT TALKS 

What is your goal for having the discussion? Think about 

a reasonable goal. You may believe you have worthy 

goals, such as enlightening a fellow board member or 

enhancing the connection with your soon-to-be-college-

bound child, only to become aware that your language is 

judgmental or somewhat patronizing. You want to be en-

couraging, but you end up reprimanding. Some goals are 

more useful than others. Work on yourself so that you en-

ter the conversation with a supportive objective. Evaluate 

the assumptions you are making about the other person’s 

intent. You may feel slighted, demoralized, ignored, or 

disrespected, although that may not be the intent. 

How is your mind-set toward the difficult conversation 

influencing your perception of it? If you think the discus-

sion is going to be unbearably difficult, it probably will 

be. If you believe that whatever the outcome, some positive 

will come of it, that will probably be the case. Examine 

your assumptions and modify your attitude for maximum 

effectiveness. 

Consider your opponent. How is he or she viewing this 
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situation? How do you think your opponent perceives the 

problem? What are his or her worries, doubts, and fears? 

What would your opponent’s solution to the problem be? 

This is the beginning to reframing that person as a partner. 

Some suggestions for introducing difficult discussions: 

“There is something I’d like to talk with you about 

that I expect will improve our work together.” 

“I’d like to discuss————with you, but first I’d 

like to hear your thoughts.” 

“Do you have some time to talk? I need your help 

with what just transpired.” 

“I’d like to discuss the————. We may have differ-

ent ideas on how best to———–.” 

“I’d like to come to an agreement about———–. I re-

ally want to hear your feelings about this and share 

my perspective as well.” 

TALKING TO A COWORKER 

OR COLLEAGUE 

Good communication in the workplace involves a collab-

orative dialogue. Even at the office, it takes two to tango, 
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meaning that you and your colleague are both responsible 

for the communication that transpires between you. In 

other words, if there’s a miscommunication, you’re both 

at fault. The goal is to focus on how you can use commu-

nication to resolve the problem rather than aggravate it 

by pointing fingers. 

If you need to discuss a problem with a colleague, ask 

to speak to him or her when you’re both calm. When you 

talk over the problem, choose your words carefully to 

make sure you convey information clearly and eliminate 

extraneous details. This is a situation where some of the 

types of talk I discussed in Chapter 1 become very impor-

tant. Problem-oriented talk, descriptive talk, validating 

talk, specific talk, and two-way talk will go a long way 

in workplace communications. Vague, rigid, or blaming 

talk will have a potentially disastrous effect. 

Say what you need to say—nothing more, nothing less. 

Don’t make accusations. Acknowledge that you disagree 

while also reinforcing points of agreement. Eliminating 

emotionally charged statements and working from a foun-

dation of shared agreement will make it easier for you to 

ask for—and get—what you want. 

Perhaps most importantly, keep your conversations 

private, respectful, and drama-free. Remember, you have 

to work with this person every day, and chances are, your 
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colleague won’t forget your public antagonism or criti-

cism tomorrow, next week, or even next month. Pay at-

tention to your colleague to learn his or her hot buttons, 

and steer clear of them. Most importantly, don’t aggra-

vate the situation by gossiping about it. Keep the outside 

parties where they belong—outside. If you need to blow 

off steam about it, confide in someone outside of the com-

pany, not another colleague. Focus on what you want to 

accomplish (your short- and long-term goals) and struc-

ture your Big Talk accordingly. 

THE PROBLEM WITH ASSUMPTIONS 

Vague terms mean different things to different people. 

If you tell a colleague you’ll finish a report “soon,” your 

colleague may expect it on his or her desk by the end of 

the day, when your idea of “soon” meant the end of the 

week. Clarify the details in order to manage expecta-

tions. 

TALKING TO A BOSS 

Talking to your boss about important workplace matters 

can be a recipe for an emotional confrontation. As diffi-

cult as it may be, it’s in your best interest to keep your 
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emotions in check, or you may wind up hurting your 

cause. Raising your voice or crossing your arms can be 

taken as signs of aggression, so take a few deep breaths 

before you walk through the door. 

Informing your boss that you’d like to discuss an issue 

is much less confrontational than saying you have a huge 

problem with his or her management style. Even if you 

have a legitimate complaint, direct criticism of your boss 

may seem like a challenge to his or her authority, espe-

cially if you criticize your boss in front of coworkers or 

customers. 

Always keep important conversations with your boss 

private, discuss issues in general terms, and note the re-

sponsibility everyone has played in the situation rather 

than blaming your boss or others. Keep a positive atti-

tude and act like a team player, even if you’re not feeling 

like one at the moment. 

Approach situations from a solutions-oriented perspec-

tive rather than a problem-oriented perspective. For ex-

ample, you might say, “The telephone procedure doesn’t 

seem to be working as well as it could, and I had some 

ideas about how we might improve efficiency there. 

Could we set up a time to discuss this?” 

If criticism is directed at you, try not to immediately 

become defensive, as this will just cause a communication 
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breakdown. Take a deep breath and stay quiet, continuing 

to listen. When your boss has finished, briefly own up to 

any responsibility you have in the situation and begin to 

think about solutions. You might say, “Yes, my thinking 

was to prevent clients from getting the wrong idea, but I 

can see how my approach hasn’t worked as I had hoped.” If 

you have ideas about how to solve the problem, offer them 

to your boss. If you are at a loss as to how to improve the 

situation, ask your boss to help you formulate solutions 

that will be to everyone’s advantage. You could say, “I re-

ally do want to improve this procedure, but I’m uncertain 

as to the best way to handle it. Can we work together to 

come up with viable solutions?” Show that you are willing 

to cooperate until you reach the best possible outcome. 

Don’t make guarantees you can’t deliver, however, in 

an effort to impress your boss. This approach will backfire 

in the end. Be realistic when you tell your boss what 

you’ll do, and make sure you do what you promise. 

WHAT TO SAY TO A THUMBS-DOWN 

It’s not easy to challenge a decision from the boss, es-

pecially one as disappointing as being passed over for a 

promotion or raise. Take the time you need to compose 
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yourself and then set up a meeting with your supervi-

sor to discuss why you didn’t get the promotion and to 

let him or her know that you really wanted it. Deter-

mine the issues or skill sets required that you need to 

work on to improve your chances of landing that job in 

the future. Consider asking your boss to become your 

mentor. 

Make the effort to listen for information and input in 

the form of criticism that will help you to advance. Tell 

yourself, “As hard as this is, this is something I need to 

hear.” 

Set aside undeserved criticism with the simple state-

ment “I’m sorry you see it like that” or “I’m sorry you 

feel that way.” Accusations such as “You have never 

supported me and it shows” or “You constantly criticize 

my work” draw defensive responses. As an alternative, 

try “I do not feel that my contributions are recognized.” 

Prepare to be your best advocate. For example: “From 

what you’ve told me, I can appreciate how you came to 

the conclusion that I’m not a team player. I think I am. 

When I point out concerns with a project, I’m looking at 

its long-term success. I don’t mean to be negative, al-

though I may be seen that way. Can we talk about how 
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these concerns can be communicated so that my inten-

tions are not misunderstood?” 

Remember: “Courage is resistance to fear, mastery 

of fear, not absence of fear.” (Mark Twain) 

TALKING TO EMPLOYEES 

Employees will be very sensitive to any condescending at-

titudes on the part of managers and supervisors. So be ex-

tra careful never to talk down to an employee, which is 

a surefire recipe for conflict and ill will. If you practice 

specific talk with your employees, communicating your 

standards and values, they will be able to make better de-

cisions and avoid mistakes. Keep them in the loop on of-

fice news and decisions that affect them. And while it’s 

easier to send an e-mail than to chat with an employee 

face-to-face, certain conversations need to take place in 

person. Make yourself available. Allow time for individ-

ual meetings and conversations to demonstrate your gen-

uine concern for your employees. 

One of the most important things a manager can do is to 

give employees detailed feedback. You can’t expect positive 

behavior to continue or negative behavior to cease unless 
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you communicate your expectations. Tell your employees ex-

actly what you want them to do, as well as when and how you 

want them to do it. Then listen to what they have to say in re-

sponse. Employees are more inclined to work through issues 

collaboratively when their managers make time to listen. 

Begin and end tough conversations with a positive 

statement, using the pronoun “we” instead of “you.” This 

will prevent your communication from sounding accusa-

tory, and it will reinforce your respect for the employee. 

Practicing validating talk when communicating with em-

ployees will lessen the inevitable vulnerability they feel 

in the presence of a manager or supervisor. For example, 

you might say, “I appreciate the efforts you’ve made in 

compiling these complex mailing lists. I know it hasn’t 

been an easy task, but I believe we need to rethink how 

we’re keeping track of the lists. Could you now keep a 

running tally of the numbers within each list and report 

to me each week?” Compare this approach to Big Talk 

with “You’re not keeping track of the lists properly. Keep 

a running tally of the numbers from now on.” How 

would you feel if someone said this to you? Not only has 

the employee been told he or she has done something 

wrong, but the employee hasn’t been told how frequently 

to keep the tally or where to deliver the numbers. 

Delivering a less than stellar performance review is not 
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always easy. State the facts (“Your production is down and 

there is a problem with . . .”), along with a message of 

empathy for the employee’s reaction (“This is probably not 

what you wanted to hear but this needs to be improved, 

and it starts with . . .”). Be direct, but don’t be offensive. 

Just because Donald Trump declares “You’re fired!” on 

The Apprentice every week does not mean that is in any 

way a tactful way to relieve someone of a job. Even the 

Donald admits that in real situations he is more likely to 

say, “Hey, it isn’t working out.” 

The only way to be a talented Big Talker when com-

municating with employees is to put yourself in their 

vulnerable shoes and speak as you would like to be spo-

ken to. 

WHAT’S IN A NAME? 

It’s hard to make a good impression or build a long-term 

relationship when you have to ask someone’s name for 

the second, third, or tenth time. Knowing your audience 

starts with knowing their names, and it is the only way 

to make relationship-building inroads. Our names are 

very personal, and people like hearing their names spo-

ken. If you don’t know how to pronounce someone’s 
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name, ask politely. There’s nothing worse than mispro-

nouncing someone’s name over and over. 

When you greet new business contacts, customers, 

and employees by name, you reinforce the idea that you 

care about them. Similarly, when you address people 

(whether employees or children) by their first name, you 

help set the tone for a serious, meaningful “Big Talk” 

conversation. 

Whether you’re Big Talking to a customer, a boss, an 

employee, or a group, you need to tailor your communi-

cation to each individual circumstance. Who is in con-

trol? This makes a big difference in how you talk and 

what you say. A customer or boss is in control, while an 

employee is not. Putting yourself in the other person’s 

shoes, whether or not you’re the one in control, will help 

you to tailor your communications effectively. In group 

situations, especially where you’re speaking at a meeting 

or from a podium, ask yourself who these people are and 

what they need. Then, prepare your presentation based on 

what you can offer them. 
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M A NAG E  T H E  

C O N V E R S AT I O N  

Discover how to keep the conversation on track and 

stick to an agenda. 

How many meetings have you attended that went 

nowhere? Without an agenda or someone keeping 

track of the time spent on each subject, the conversation 

goes off on one tangent after another. Before you know it, 

the meeting is over and little or nothing has been accom-

plished. Face-to-face meetings can achieve much more 

than telephone conferences and e-mails, but without a 

clear purpose, a meeting is simply a waste of time and 

money. Even if employees haven’t traveled to attend the 

meeting, they’re not doing their work for its duration, 

and these losses can add up if unproductive meetings be-

come habitual. 
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Keeping a meeting on track, however, can mean walk-

ing a fine line between sticking to your schedule and 

allowing creative ideas to come forward. How can you 

maintain a balanced approach and accomplish your ob-

jectives? 

LEADING A MEETING 

The most important element for a successful meeting is 

an agenda, but it isn’t enough to simply state the mat-

ters to be discussed. To keep the meeting moving along, 

write the goal next to each item on the agenda, and note 

if a decision is required. This will help your attendees to 

stay focused on the tasks at hand. Otherwise, people can 

bring up unrelated issues, and the meeting may veer 

off and never return to the important matters at hand. 

Circulate your agenda prior to the meeting to alert 

everyone to the subjects to be discussed, and ask if any-

one wants to add a topic. This should prevent most peo-

ple from bringing up a non-agenda item during the 

meeting. 
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MANAGE A NEGOTIATION BY 

SETTING AN AGENDA 

Open the negotiations by outlining your requirements 

or terms and conditions, and try to get those on the 

other side of the table to reveal their starting point for 

negotiations. 

Agenda items may have overlapping elements, how-

ever, that cause someone to bring up a subject that ap-

pears later on your list. If this happens, you can say, “Yes, 

thank you for bringing that up, but can you hold your 

thought for the time being? We will get to that area 

when we reach item number 7.” 

Estimate how long it will take to discuss each sub-

ject, and then add extra minutes for unexpected, but 

necessary, discussion. Add up the time for each item on 

the agenda to determine how long the meeting must be. 

You don’t have to share your time schedule with your 

attendees, but note this information on your own copy 

so that you can keep the meeting focused. If others are 

expected to make presentations at the meeting, how-

ever, let them know in advance how much time they 

will be allotted. 
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TAKE A BREAK 

Decide where the breaks should occur, and insert them 

into your agenda. Most people can concentrate for 

no more than forty-five minutes at a time, so schedule 

short breaks (perhaps five minutes) as frequently as 

necessary to keep everyone engaged. If the meeting 

will be long, schedule one or two longer breaks for re-

freshments and restroom visits. 

While you want to put the most important items at 

the top of your agenda, be careful not to put two long 

and difficult issues back-to-back. Drop a shorter and 

easier item in between to give everyone a break. Items 

that are less important should fall to the bottom of the 

agenda, but if these matters are consistently left behind, 

you may have to make them a priority at a subsequent 

meeting. 

Avoid serving food at midday meetings, as people will 

become drowsy after eating. Bear in mind that everyone 

will expect you to keep the meeting focused. It is your re-

sponsibility to make the meeting a fruitful experience for 

everyone involved. This may entail your being direct 

with a comment such as “We’re getting off topic, and we 
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need to return to the agenda in order to reach our objec-

tives. We need to table this discussion, but we can always 

add it to a future meeting agenda.” 

Before the meeting, double-check to make sure every-

thing you need is in place. Nothing will stop the concen-

tration like an interruption at an inopportune moment to 

find a missing piece of equipment. If you must stop in the 

middle of a discussion for a phone call or other problem, 

return as quickly as possible. 

When the meeting begins, divert from your time schedule 

only if the discussion is very productive and is accom-

plishing your goals. When the conversation goes off on a 

tangent, gently remind everyone of the matter at hand, 

especially if a decision needs to be made. If someone 

brings up a topic that is not on the schedule, suggest that 

it be discussed at a subsequent meeting. You might also 

ask this person to do some work on the issue and create a 

report, or you might form a committee to investigate the 

subject for future discussion. 

After the meeting, be sure to follow up by sending the 

minutes to all attendees. If specific tasks have been as-

signed, make sure everyone receives these in writing. 
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MAKE THE MOST OF NETWORKING EVENTS 

Investing time and money in attending a conference or 

association meeting is not enough to gain prospective 

clients and increase visibility. Rather than “working” a 

room, consider turning a networking event into a few 

significant contacts. Consider the approach of fellow 

engineer and CH2M Hill’s president and CEO Lee 

McIntire: 

“Being a shy guy from Nebraska who would rather 

take a walk than go to a reception, I have learned to 

make a list of the five people I should contact at the re-

ception from the attendee list. Then I work quickly to 

find those five, say my piece, and then give myself a 

treat—I leave.” 

If you struggle meeting new people or never know 

the right thing to say to start or keep a conversation 

going, then take the time to read my book The Fine Art 

of Small Talk or take Lee McIntire’s favorite icebreaker 

and use it for your own: “One question I have found 

that keeps the conversation going, creates interest-

ing stories, and is nurturing is: ‘You are obviously 

successful—do you remember your big or significant 

break?’ ” 
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HANDLING HECKLERS 

DURING PRESENTATIONS 

Michael Richards has given us a lesson in what not to do 

with a heckler in the audience, but what do you do if 

someone pulls your speech off course? 

The most common problem when you’re giving a pre-

sentation is a string of questions from the audience. The 

best way to handle this is to inform everyone in advance 

that questions will be taken at the end of your speech. 

This allows you to make sure the audience follows the 

flow of your information, and it prevents you from wast-

ing time on questions that might be answered later in 

your prepared material. If someone blurts out a question 

or raises a hand before the end, politely remind him or 

her that it will be of benefit to everyone to wait until 

you’ve finished to ask questions. 

Of course, even if you take questions at the end of your 

presentation, someone may continuously ask irrelevant 

ones. When this happens, politely ask the questioner to 

explain how his or her subject relates to your topic. If the 

question is still irrelevant, answer with one sentence. If 

the questioner refuses to stop asking off-topic questions, 

offer to meet with this person briefly after the presenta-

tion in order to continue for the benefit of the rest of your 
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attendees. If you allow someone to control you in this 

way, you will not only cheat the rest of your audience, but 

you will come across as weak. 

Sometimes, two people in the audience insist on having 

a conversation during your speech. The best way to deal 

with a distraction like this is to continue your presenta-

tion as you walk toward the area where they’re sitting and 

look in their direction as you speak. You needn’t stare at 

them, but eventually, the entire audience will look their 

way, and the conversation will stop. You can do this in a 

subtle manner that sends a clear but gentle message. 

Do just the opposite, however, if a cellular phone be-

gins to ring during your speech. Walk in the direction 

away from the sound to keep the audience’s focus on you, 

not the phone. If you have an opportunity to point to an 

illustration behind you or show a slide at that moment, 

do so. This will ensure that everyone’s eyes and ears stay 

with you. 

WHEN SOMEONE BECOMES HOSTILE 

If an attendee becomes hostile, it is best to acknowl-

edge the comment and say, “Everyone has a right 

to their opinion. I respect yours even if I don’t agree. 
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Thanks for offering a dissenting viewpoint, but I want to 

make sure everyone has a chance to ask a question.” If 

the attendee continues to be hostile, you may have to 

ask for his or her removal, but try to defuse the situation 

before you resort to ousting someone from the room. 

Humor is very helpful if you can muster it in the mo-

ment. If not, be firm but polite. You might say something 

like “I’m sorry that you dislike the topic being discussed, 

but this is the agenda that we have set for today.” 

KEEPING JOB INTERVIEWS FOCUSED 

Whether you’re the interviewer or the interviewee, you 

have a responsibility to keep an interview on topic. If 

you’re the interviewer, you need to make sure you ask 

all of the necessary questions to get a good sense of the 

prospect’s personality, background, and skills. Prepare 

your questions ahead of time, based on each individual. 

Asking nothing but generic questions will not only be 

boring for the interviewee, but such questions are less 

likely to give you the information you need. A quick 

review of each candidate’s résumé will allow you to ask 

specific questions, and it will make applicants feel that 

you’re truly interested in them. When you want to 
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attract the best people for the job, this will make a can-

didate more likely to accept your company’s offer over 

another’s. 

IMPROVE YOUR ODDS 

Make an effort to connect with the interviewer. Look for 

“free information”: comment on photos, books, diplo-

mas, trophies, wall hangings, or other aspects of the 

interviewer and his or her office that you can either 

identify with or show a sincere interest in. My friend 

Danielle Deutsch found this tip to be very useful. A re-

cent graduate of U of Michigan, she was being inter-

viewed for her dream job at the ACLU offices in San 

Francisco. Thanks to Danielle’s interest in art history, 

she remarked on the piece of art being displayed as a 

screen saver on the decision maker’s computer screen. 

This remark kicked off a lengthy conversation about 

their mutual passion for art. Rapport was instantly de-

veloped and Danielle landed her dream job. 

If you’re the interviewee, you have to make sure you 

have the opportunity to provide the most important infor-

mation about yourself. Be sure to elaborate beyond your ré-

sumé, and show your enthusiasm for your profession, as 
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well as the opportunity to work for the company. If you 

have a tendency to ramble, the interview can be pulled into 

an unproductive direction. Prepare as much as possible, 

and write down answers to the questions you expect to an-

swer. Ask friends to tell you the questions they’ve been 

asked in interviews, and use their answers as a springboard 

to creating your own list of anticipated questions. 

AID THE DECISION MAKER 

Make certain you understand what the organization’s 

needs are, and then make sure you speak specifically to 

how your knowledge, skills, and experience add value. 

You cannot expect them to translate your background 

into their world. Employ comments such as “In the past 

I . . . ,” “Currently I am . . . ,” “I mastered the use of . . .” 

Both the interviewer and interviewee need to listen 

carefully in order to keep the meeting focused. Some-

times, an interviewer is having a bad day and finding it 

hard to stay on point. In this case, you can, as the inter-

viewee, find an opportunity to return the topic to yourself 

by saying something like “Another thing I’d like to tell 

you about is my experience at XYZ Corporation.” If 

you’re the interviewer, it is your responsibility to bring 
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a rambling interviewee back to the pertinent points. You 

can do this gently by simply saying, “That’s a great story, 

but I want to make sure I learn everything I need about 

you during our allotted time. Tell me more about your 

experience as a project coordinator.” 

Staying focused in a Big Talk conversation requires con-

centration, but the rewards are well worth the effort. You 

will not only accomplish your goals faster and more effi-

ciently, but it’s also one of the best ways to avoid unnec-

essary conflicts. When Big Talk spins out of control, there 

are opportunities for miscommunication and chaos. Quite 

simply, chaos in business means a loss of efficiency, which 

will eventually turn into a loss in the bottom line. Stay-

ing organized and focusing your Big Talk is one of the 

most important things you can do to maintain healthy 

business relationships and healthy profits. 

PUT COMPLAINTS ON THE RIGHT TRACK 

Be genuinely concerned; give sincere and undivided at-

tention to what you are being told. 

Take accurate notes to acknowledge that you are lis-

tening, and to address again at a later date. 
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Identify misunderstandings calmly and professionally.  

Propose a resolution where possible.  

Make a personal commitment to secure an agreed  

resolution—where possible.  

Define resolution time line and specific terms.  

Thank others for their time and input.  

Follow up on what was agreed.  
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U S E  S I L E N C E  

A S  A  TO O L  

Learn why silence really is golden, especially in ne-

gotiations, relationship building, and presentations. 

Aspeaker is introduced and walks out to the podium. 

The applause ends, but he doesn’t speak—not yet. 

He stands quietly, making eye contact with various mem-

bers of the audience. Everyone’s attention is fixed on him 

as they anticipate his first words. This is the power of si-

lence. 

By taking advantage of these moments of quiet, the 

speaker has conveyed strength and confidence. He has 

commanded the room. But presentations are only one 

area where you can use silence to your advantage. It can 

be an equally effective tool in all sorts of conversations. 

The problem is that most of us feel awkward when a 
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conversation appears to drop into the abyss. How do you 

react when this happens? Do you try to fill the quiet with 

whatever comes to mind? Do you squirm in your seat, 

hoping against hope the other person will say some-

thing . . .  anything? If the silence follows something 

you’ve said, do you feel like you did something wrong? 

It can be useful to find out exactly how you feel when 

you’re faced with silence. Ask someone to remain quiet 

with you for about twenty seconds. Does it seem like an 

eternity? Is it difficult to resist the urge to jump in and 

say something to fill the gap? If so, breathe! 

It can be helpful to rehearse dealing with silences, es-

pecially if you find that your mind wanders and causes 

you to lose focus. Practice until you’re comfortable with 

silences as long as forty seconds. For most people, this 

feels like a very long time, but since most lulls in a con-

versation are shorter than forty seconds, this practice will 

train you to be ready for anything. If you’re prepared for 

it, silence can be your friend rather than an enemy. 

THE FIRST MEETING 

Silences frequently happen immediately after you’ve been 

introduced to someone. Perhaps you have to walk down 

the hall from the reception area together before entering 
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a meeting. While there’s nothing wrong with the quiet 

that can naturally occur in these moments, you have a 

golden opportunity to begin building your relationship 

with this person. Small talk is a great way to establish a 

rapport before you focus on the purpose of your meeting, 

i.e., the Big Talk. Use the silence to make a comment 

about the building, the neighborhood, or something in-

teresting (but not controversial) that you read in the 

newspaper. Be sure to include a question that requires 

more than a yes or no response. This will help to keep the 

conversation going. 

Always make a second effort if your first attempt 

doesn’t work. You may have simply focused on a subject 

that doesn’t interest the other person. Don’t be derailed 

by the lack of response, and move on to another topic. 

DEALING WITH UNFRIENDLY PEOPLE 

No matter how the other person responds, refuse to let 

yourself be thrown off balance. Most people are friendly 

and will gladly join you in conversation, but if you come 

across someone who refuses to be sociable, don’t take 

it personally. Maintain your equilibrium, and make the 

best of the situation. 
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THE ART OF THE QUIET NEGOTIATION 

You’ve seen the films with actors like Al Pacino or Robert 

De Niro. The most intimidating man in the room is the 

one who can stay silent the longest while everyone else 

starts to squirm. While you shouldn’t initiate a silence 

contest unless you have the confidence to pull it off, you 

need to be prepared when someone else instigates this 

kind of power play. 

A silence contest generally begins when you ask the 

other person a question, and you’re met with dead air. 

Such a contest is not for the faint of heart, and if someone 

decides to sit quietly for several seconds in an effort to 

watch you squirm, you know you’re dealing with some-

one who wants to control you. In this situation, you have 

two choices: break the silence or try to win the contest. 

While it may be tempting to try to beat the other person 

at the game, it may not always pay off to be the most in-

timidating person in the room. Don’t allow your sense of 

competition to get in the way of your objective. Instead, 

use the period of silence to genuinely contemplate what 

you have discussed. Then, interject a comment such as 

“After thinking about this further, I really believe it 

would be to our advantage to . . .” This should end the 

power play and get the conversation back on track. 
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Another important tactic is to simply speak slowly. This 

can be difficult when you have a lot to lose, but it’s very 

important to leave plenty of gaps between your sentences. 

This allows the other party to jump in and make a conces-

sion, giving you the advantage. These small silences may 

throw the other person off balance enough so that he or she 

negotiates a point before you ask. For example, a company 

representative might assume your slow words are an indi-

cation that you’re hesitating on a point. It might cause 

him or her to say, “Of course, if that doesn’t work for you, 

we could try Plan B.” If you pause after someone asks you 

something, that person might even become so uncomfort-

able that he or she will answer his or her own question. 

When you surrender to relevant pauses during a nego-

tiation, you have the opportunity for productive listen-

ing. Observing and listening to the other people in the 

room will help you adjust your responses based on their 

reactions. If you rush through the process, never allowing 

the quiet you need to assess the situation, you may miss 

important verbal and nonverbal cues that will give you 

the edge. Rushing will cause you to talk at people, while 

taking time to breathe and observe will allow you to talk 

to and with people. Slowing down and taking pauses give 

you the time to read others and determine the best words 

and actions to reach your objectives. 
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IS  SILENCE THE OPPOSITE OF SELLING? 

You might think that silence during a sales call is the kiss 

of death, but top salespeople live by the motto that less is 

more. They know how to use silence to great advantage. If 

you get too wrapped up in your sales pitch, you may miss 

indicators from your prospect that he or she is ready to 

close the sale. If you miss that opportunity, the sale can 

quickly go up in smoke. 

When you ask a closing question of your prospect, you 

must stop talking! This is especially true after you have 

offered your price or your deal. Your prospect will either 

be ready to close the sale or will raise an objection. Either 

way, this is when you need to listen. There may be a long 

pause while your prospect gathers his or her thoughts, 

but resist the urge to jump in with more sales talk that 

could only raise additional objections. If you have prac-

ticed enough to become comfortable with forty seconds of 

silence, you’ll have no difficulty waiting for a decision. 

You certainly don’t want to become so vulnerable that 

you offer an unnecessary discount. This is a silence strat-

egy used by some to get you to offer them your product or 

service for less. Try it sometime. If you’re offered a certain 

amount of money to do a job, for example, stay quiet and 

see if the offer is increased. 
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Listening is important at the beginning of your sales 

call as well. Think how you feel when someone continues 

on with his or her own agenda, oblivious to what you 

have just said. If a prospect has indicated that it isn’t a 

good time, mention in one sentence the most important 

benefit of your product or service and ask when you could 

schedule a time to discuss what you have to offer. By be-

ing sensitive to your prospect’s needs, you may just make 

the sale then and there. 

Once you’ve made the sale and everyone has signed on 

the dotted line, you have another opportunity to practice 

some strategic silence. Be friendly, but don’t wear out 

your welcome. Say thank you, and leave. 

TAKING YOUR TIME IN AN INTERVIEW 

Five seconds of silence during an interview can feel like 

an hour, but the more comfortable you are with pauses, 

the more confident you will appear. When an interviewer 

asks you a question, you’re not expected to answer imme-

diately. Taking a moment or two to gather your thoughts 

shows that you’re contemplating the question in an effort 

to answer sincerely. 

Some interviewers use silence as a tactical maneuver 



U S E  S I L E N C E  A S  A  T O O L  | 6 1  

to see how well you handle stress. If you jump in too 

quickly, you run the risk of rambling until you’re no longer 

saying anything relevant. The worst scenario is when you 

find yourself inadvertently revealing something negative 

about yourself just because you’re intimidated by the gap 

in the conversation. 

If an interviewer asks you a question, and your answer 

is met with a long silence, you can simply ask, “Would 

you like to know more about that?” This brings the tacti-

cal maneuver back into your court. It’s sort of like conver-

sational tennis. 

If you want to feel at ease during your next interview, 

make sure you’re well prepared. What are you likely to be 

asked? Don’t forget to write down every question that 

comes to mind, and prepare your answers in advance. 

Keep your prepared answers to an appropriate length, 

however. If your answers are too short, it may look as if 

you have something to hide. If your answers are too long, 

you will appear nervous. Time yourself to keep your an-

swers to no more than one or two minutes each. 

If your nerves begin to get the best of you during a si-

lence, whatever you do—remember to breathe and smile. 

If you hold your breath, the silence will feel longer, and 

your muscles will become tense. 
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ACTIVE LISTENING 

Don’t forget to allow the interviewer to speak. Active 

listening helps to calm your nerves because it takes 

the focus off of you and puts it on the other person. If 

you allow your anxiety to keep you focused on your-

self, you might miss important cues from the inter-

viewer that could help you adjust your approach and 

get the job. 

POWERFUL PRESENTATIONS—IT’S ALL 

IN THE PAUSES 

You can easily spot inexperienced public speakers. The 

adrenaline causes them to rush through the presentation, 

barely taking a breath. The audience struggles to keep up 

but eventually tunes the speaker out entirely. As Wolf-

gang Mozart said, “The silences between the notes are as 

important as the notes themselves.” Without the silences 

in music, there would be no rhythm. Skilled speakers 

know how to use the blank spaces to create the same kind 

of drama as a concerto. 

A few seconds of silence in a presentation can be effec-

tive for many reasons: 
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• When you want to emphasize something, stop to 

make your point. For example, you might offer a 

startling statistic such as “85 percent of the homes 

in this area are too expensive for 75 percent of the 

population.” A pause after this statement will allow 

your audience to ponder its importance and will 

make the statistic all the more dramatic. 

• If you say something funny, give the audience time 

to laugh! 

• When a specific piece of information is complex, a 

few moments of silence will allow your audience to 

absorb what you have said. 

• When you’re shifting gears in your presentation, a 

slight pause will alert your audience that you’re be-

ginning a new point. It gives them time to digest 

what you have said before you offer the next bit of 

information. 

PRODUCTIVE PAUSES 

“Umms” and “errrs” are common communication fillers 

that get in the way of an otherwise good speech, ne-

gotiation, interview, networking interaction, or sales 
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pitch. It seems to be human nature to fill gaps and lulls 

in conversation, and we rely on our own favorites to 

do so. Typical conversation fillers include “you know,” 

“like,” “and stuff,” “I mean,” “or something,” “for the 

time being,” “basically,” “time and again,” “at the end 

of the day.” 

Pausing is the best way to prevent habitually fill-

ing these lulls with fillers and to get over the “umms” 

and “errrs.” Pausing allows for well-timed speech and 

helps develop complete thoughts. Awareness of paus-

ing is one thing—incorporating it is another. Pausing will 

help you project a more genuine and relaxed style. 

Whenever you find your nerves getting the better of 

you, find a moment when you can pause to make eye con-

tact with the audience. This will help you to feel that 

you’re talking to individuals rather than a large, intimi-

dating group. It also allows you to make sure your audi-

ence is listening to you. If not, you may choose to switch 

gears by showing pictures or telling a story that will re-

gain their attention. 

. . .  
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Using silence effectively is an advanced communication 

skill. Observe others who use it well, and you’ll learn a 

great deal. Practice staying quiet during silences in order 

to feel more comfortable. Soon, you’ll stop feeling awk-

ward and will smile quietly to yourself, waiting with con-

fidence. 



I 
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R E C O G N I Z E  

T H E  DA N G E R  S I G N S  

Identify the Big Talk danger signs—stress, facial 

expressions, body language, and reactions to hot but-

ton topics. 

n the film Rounders, Matt Damon’s character plays 

poker with a big-time card shark played by John 

Malkovich. Matt watches John’s every move until he fi-

nally discovers Malkovich’s “tell.” Knowing this subtle 

body language allows Matt to win an enormous amount 

of money. Just like the characters in the film, the world’s 

finest poker players have turned the study of body lan-

guage into an art form. It’s their bread and butter, and 

it can be yours, too. 

According to psychologists, what you say only accounts 

for 7 percent of the impact you have on others. That 
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leaves 93 percent for how you say it, which includes your 

body language, your facial expressions, gestures, and the 

sound of your voice. No matter how great your informa-

tion, if your presentation is lacking, you’re plain out of 

luck. 

You may have observed this problem in others. Have 

you ever found yourself distrusting someone for no appar-

ent reason? Body language was undoubtedly the culprit. 

If you don’t understand what facial expressions and body 

language signify, you run the risk of making costly Big 

Talk mistakes. When you study body language, you give 

yourself a substantial advantage in all of your dealings 

with people. You’ll be able to read others to determine 

their underlying motives and whether they’re telling the 

truth, and you’ll be able to make sure you’re presenting 

yourself in the best possible light, sending out positive 

energy. 

Don’t forget that body language is not an exact science, 

however. Certain gestures generally signify specific feel-

ings in the majority of people, but use a variety of clues to 

read each person individually. For example, someone may 

be sitting in what would normally be construed as a 

closed posture with arms crossed. But it could be that 

this is the only comfortable way to sit in a particular 

chair. If the rest of this person’s body language is very 
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positive, such as leaning toward you and smiling sin-

cerely, crossed arms may not be an indicator of anything 

negative. 

PUTTING YOUR BEST FOOT FORWARD 

You’re probably unaware of what your body language 

conveys to others. What you don’t know can hurt you, as 

you may be projecting an image that is counter to what 

you feel or what you want to present. If you want to come 

across as confident, honest, and knowledgeable (and who 

doesn’t?), practice these steps until they feel natural to 

you. It can be helpful to videotape yourself to evaluate 

your unconscious body signals. 

Eye contact. Even if you find it uncomfortable to look 

others in the eye, train yourself to do it. Be careful not to 

stare, but looking into the eyes of others conveys self-

confidence and shows that you’re listening and engaged 

in the conversation. When you’re speaking, however, use 

less eye contact. Looking into the eyes of your listeners 

too much will appear that you’re demanding agreement. 

Dominating people do this, maintaining eye contact un-

til the other person breaks it. 
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The handshake. Keep your handshake firm, but not 

aggressive. If your handshake is too limp, you’ll come 

across as insecure and passive, but if you squeeze too hard, 

you’ll convey a desire to dominate. If you want to convey 

warmth, cover the handshake with your other hand. 

Hold your head up. Nod your head frequently to signify 

agreement, and vary your facial expressions in response to 

what is being said. Tilting your head sideways signifies in-

terest, while lowering your head generally means you’re 

suspicious of what you’re hearing. If you want to convey a 

neutral attitude, keep your head centered. 

Mirroring. If it’s a one-on-one meeting, mirror your pos-

ture with the other person. People feel comfortable with 

those who are like them, so gently mirroring the pose, 

tone, and facial expressions of the other person will put him 

or her at ease. Of course, keep it subtle. Don’t change your 

pose every time the other person does so, and don’t mirror 

someone who appears defensive. Conversely, when you no-

tice someone mirroring your posture and gestures, it’s a 

green light to make the sale or obtain agreement. Don’t let 

that moment pass without asking for what you want. Be 

reasonable about your mirroring, and most importantly, sit 
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or stand comfortably. No amount of mirroring will counter 

discomfort. Of course, if you’re a man meeting with a 

woman, you won’t cross your ankles to mirror her posture. 

If you’re a woman meeting with a man, you may not be 

able to sit the same way as him, especially if you’re wearing 

a dress. Crossed ankles are preferable for women, and one 

foot slightly in front of the other is best for men, perhaps 

with the toes of one foot touching the floor under the chair 

in what is termed the “athletic position.” 

Be still. If your eyes wander, your foot swings, or your 

fingers drum, you’ll give the impression that you’re lying 

or, at the very least, not interested in the conversation. If 

your hands are very active or gripping your chair, you will 

project insecurity. Don’t fidget, but don’t be rigid. Use 

gestures, but minimally. 

Speak up. Make sure you enunciate your words well and 

pronounce them correctly. Be careful not to speak too 

quickly. If you’re uncertain about the speed of your 

speech, record yourself, or ask your colleagues and friends 

to give you an honest assessment. 

Watch your posture. Hold your shoulders erect, and 

don’t slump. Good posture is a sign of confidence. 
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Keep your body language open. Crossed legs are fine, 

but folded arms or hands in your pockets convey protective-

ness. Keep your hands still and casual at your sides, in your 

lap, or on a table. To appear confident, place your hands in 

the “steepling” position with the fingertips of one hand 

touching the fingertips of the other. If you want to convey 

your openness for negotiation, unbutton and/or remove your 

jacket in the presence of others. Open your palms to others 

often when you gesture, lean forward to show your interest, 

and touch your palm to your chest to signify sincerity when 

making a point. Be careful about appearing too casual, how-

ever. Leaning back in your chair with your hands clasped 

behind your head may even be taken as an arrogant stance. 

NAVIGATING CULTURAL DIFFERENCES 

The importance of facial expressions was in the news when 

Jack Straw, leader of the House of Commons in the United 

Kingdom, requested that Muslim women visiting his con-

stituency office remove the veil worn over their faces when 

speaking to him. Some Muslims were insulted by the re-

quest, but Mr. Straw felt it necessary in order to truly com-

municate with the women. 

Straw’s request points to an important issue regarding 

body language—it isn’t entirely universal. Crossing your 
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legs may be fine in the Western world, but pointing your 

toes at someone in Thailand, for example, is considered 

rude. If you practice your Big Talk in different cultures, 

take the time to learn the customs as a gesture of your 

respect. People may forgive your faux pas, but you’ll be 

accepted more quickly if you learn what is considered 

courteous in the countries you visit. In Japan a nod 

doesn’t mean agreement. If you’re competing for busi-

ness, taking this extra step will undoubtedly give you the 

edge, particularly in Asia, where businesspeople spend a 

great deal of time studying body language. 

KEEPING YOUR AUDIENCE AWAKE 

When you’re giving a presentation, whether at a podium, 

a conference table, or a prospect’s office, keep tabs on your 

listeners. Their body language will tell you a great deal 

about how you’re doing and whether you need to make ad-

justments to maintain their interest. Here are some signs 

that your audience or sales prospect is bored or confused: 

• Eyes are focused somewhere other than you. 

• Arms and legs are crossed in a defensive or protec-

tive posture. 
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• Mouths are closed tightly. 

• Brows are furrowed or eyes are squinted. 

• Fingers are running through hair. 

If several of these signals occur, exaggerating your own 

body language is not the answer. You could certainly 

walk to the other side of the stage, causing your audience 

to follow you with their eyes, or you could raise your 

voice for dramatic effect, if it makes sense in the moment. 

This might be the perfect time to passionately mention 

a disturbing trend or statistic that affects your audience, 

such as, “65 percent of consumers say they dislike direct 

mail sales materials. But there are methods, ladies and 

gentlemen, to combat this problem!” Most importantly, 

make sure your voice and facial expressions are animated 

and you are passionate about your subject. Then, engage 

your audience in your presentation in order to bring their 

attention back to you. 

For example, if your speech is about Internet market-

ing strategies, you could ask your audience members 

to raise their hands if they have tried autoresponder 

e-mails. Next, ask how many of them have had success 

with autoresponders, perhaps asking one of them to 

briefly tell his or her story. One of the most dynamic 
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ways to wake up your audience is to ask them a question 

that evokes emotion. You might ask, “Have you ever 

wished you felt more excited about getting up in the 

morning and going to work?” followed by your solutions 

to the problem. 

Try offering your audience something visual, such as 

slides with illustrations, graphs, or photographs. Any-

thing interactive that gets your listeners involved will 

help to bring them back to your speech. It helps to have 

tactics like these in your back pocket just in case you begin 

to lose your audience. You’ll be prepared for the worst-case 

scenario and able to salvage your presentation. 

When attentions begin to waver during a meeting, ask 

the opinions of your attendees. For example, you might 

be discussing an agenda item regarding the location of an 

upcoming conference. You may not want to single out a 

specific person who appears to be bored or sleepy, but you 

could go around the room asking everyone to offer an 

opinion as to where you could hold the conference. 

In one-on-one presentations, your questions need to 

be more specific in order to regain the attention of your 

prospect. If you’re selling IT services, you might ask what 

difficulties the prospect’s company faces in keeping its 

employees connected while they’re on the road. This 

would allow you to lead into your pitch about your wire-
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less offerings. If it feels inappropriate to ask a question, 

reiterate an important benefit of your product or service, 

such as the fact that your company’s antibiotic is more 

cost-effective than those of your competitors. 

COOLING DOWN THOSE HOT BUTTONS 

Everyone has “hot buttons”—certain issues that trigger 

hurt feelings or anger. If you pay attention, however, you 

might be able to stop an argument before it begins. 

What are the danger signs that signal you’ve hit a hot 

button? You may experience these signs in yourself, or 

you may observe them in someone else—the clenched 

teeth, the furrowed brow, the raised voice, sweating, wa-

tery eyes, or redness in the face (which you will experi-

ence as heat). If you feel yourself becoming angry, take a 

few moments to cool off before you speak. It’s much too 

easy to do damage to both business and personal relation-

ships when your emotions have gotten the better of you. 

When you find yourself confronted by someone who is 

very aggressive, using hostile communication tactics ei-

ther consciously or unconsciously, do your best to stay 

calm. If you match the energy through word or body 

language, you’ll only escalate the anger and keep the ar-

gument from reaching a resolution. This is a recipe for 
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disaster, and it takes a great deal of control to prevent 

the other person’s anger from affecting you. The natural 

inclination is to respond in kind in an attempt to protect 

yourself, but breathe and remind yourself that you’ll be 

more protected if you’re the one who keeps cool. 

Avoiding the issue entirely, however, is also no solu-

tion. This generally leads to resentment from the other 

party and leaves the two of you walking on eggshells. You 

need to take a calm but proactive stance. It requires self-

discipline to avoid reacting to the onslaught from the 

other person. Watch your own body language and try to 

relax your face as best you can. Avoid tight lips or crossed 

arms, which will only invite an adversarial response from 

the other party. Maintain an observer viewpoint, watch-

ing what is taking place with an objective, critical eye 

rather than an emotional one, really listen to what the 

other person is saying rather than allowing the emotion 

to thrust you into a defensive position. 

Defuse the emotion by remaining quiet at first, nod-

ding in acknowledgment and tilting your head to signify 

that you’re listening. Keep your body language receptive, 

opening your palms when you gesture. Turn your body 

slightly, which is a nonthreatening posture, so that you 

aren’t facing the other person directly. Resist the impulse 

to raise your voice or resort to finger pointing, reminding 
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yourself that your side will more likely be heard when the 

situation is less heated. 

TURNING THE PROBLEM AROUND 

When the conversation begins to calm down, you have 

the opportunity to redirect it more productively and pos-

itively. You might say, “I would really like it if we could 

sit down and try to work this through together.” If the 

other person appears receptive, offer calming gestures 

such as a handshake or hand on the shoulder to signify 

your willingness to negotiate. If necessary, plan a meet-

ing at a later time when you’re both more likely to re-

main calm. 

READING POKER FACES 

Few people have the skill of an advanced poker player 

when it comes to deception. When the average person lies, 

he or she immediately becomes worried about getting 

caught. This causes stress that manifests itself physically. 

Below are some signals that someone may be lying, but be 

careful—they may also signify other things. Rather than 

jump to conclusions, stack the deck with several clues that 

the person may be trying to deceive you. 
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• The eyes are diverted from your gaze and may blink 

more frequently or dart around the room. Looking 

right while talking sometimes signifies dishonesty, 

while looking left is often an indication that what is 

being said is truthful. 

• Breathing becomes heavier, and perspiration may 

occur. 

• The voice goes into a higher pitch and/or becomes 

monotone. The liar may also stumble on his or her 

words. 

• The body stiffens and/or the face tightens, especially 

the forehead and lips. 

• Hands begin to fidget, perhaps rubbing together, 

scratching the nose, or covering the mouth. Palms 

may be turned down or hidden from view entirely. 

• The body language closes up. Arms may be crossed 

or pulled into the sides of the body. 

• Papers, cups, or other objects may be placed between 

the liar and others in the room as an unconscious 

barrier. 
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• The liar becomes suddenly still, waiting to see if you 

believe the lie. 

What do you do if you suspect someone is lying? Move 

the conversation to a different subject as fast as possible, 

and watch the reaction of the potential liar. Does the per-

son breathe more easily, or does he or she want to return 

to the previous subject? Liars are more likely to be re-

lieved about a change of subject, while someone who is 

telling the truth will want to direct you back to the orig-

inal conversation. 

Whether you’re trying to determine if someone is ly-

ing or attempting to make a big sale, body language is 

one of the most valuable tools you can learn for successful 

Big Talk. You can use it in every aspect of your life, from 

interviews to board meetings to closing the biggest deal 

of your life. 
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I D E N T I F Y  S O U RC E S  

O F  C O N F L I C T  

Identify potential sources of conflict, and demonstrate 

a willingness to explore all options. 

Conflict is inevitable, but one thing is for sure—the 

better your ability to read body language and the 

better your Big Talk, the better chance you’ll have of 

stopping conflict in its tracks. If you keep your eyes open 

for signs of trouble, you can often defuse a situation be-

fore it becomes damaging. 

Whatever you do, don’t ignore conflicts. Just as with 

dirt swept under a rug, you’ll eventually have to lift the 

rug and face the mess. And, inevitably, you’ll find that 

the mess has grown while you were ignoring it. Conflict 

has a nasty habit of creating more damage when it has 
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been left to fester. Again, communication is the key. This 

is as true in a corporation as it is in a marriage. After all, 

communication breakdown is what usually causes a con-

flict in the first place. 

While you’ll never avoid conflict entirely, there are cer-

tain precautions you can take to prevent problems from 

arising. For each project you undertake, make sure every-

one is clear on the parameters. Don’t make assumptions 

about what people already know. For example, a doctor 

shouldn’t assume the pharmacist is giving patients all of 

the information they need to properly administer their 

medicines. The only way to ward off future problems is to 

be explicit in your instructions and intentions. 

MIND READING 

Watch for body language and nonverbal cues, but be 

careful about reading between the lines. When we at-

tempt to read someone’s mind, we’re often wrong. For 

example, you may interpret your colleague’s anger as 

directed at you when he or she simply had a tough day 

at work. When in doubt about what someone is feeling 

or thinking, ask. 
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Below are some guidelines to prevent the breakdown of 

communication that so often results in conflict: 

• Make sure all involved are informed about matters 

that concern them. 

• Identify the overall goals of all projects, treatments, 

and programs and clarify the role that each person 

will play, as well as what is expected of each of the 

people involved. 

• Think carefully about the personalities of the people 

assigned to certain tasks. Are their personalities ap-

propriate to the roles they will play? Which person-

alities are most likely to work well together? 

• Brainstorm alternatives to potential problems. 

• Try resolutions on for size. Ask everyone involved to 

try a new strategy to discover what works. Give it a 

set period of time as a trial, and ask everyone to co-

operate with the experiment. It will be easier to con-

vince them all if it’s only for a trial period. Then, ask 

everyone to participate in the feedback. People who 

were once in conflict may just begin working to-

gether toward a common goal. 
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CONFLICTS ON THE JOB 

When two employees are having difficulty with each 

other, you may be called upon to act as a kind of media-

tor. Emotions are often running high in these situations, 

and the more calm and objective you remain, the more 

likely that you will be able to defuse the anger. 

Interview each party separately at first in order to un-

derstand the specifics of the conflict. Listen to them care-

fully with respect, empathy, and without interruption, 

allowing them to vent, if necessary. This will dissipate 

the emotions, as each person will feel heard. Ask each of 

them to describe their expectations and how they feel the 

situation is unfair. You might also ask them to tell you 

their definitions of “fair,” as these will vary from one per-

son to the next. Recognize that both parties have per-

ceived the same situation differently, and neither of their 

positions can be taken as fact. 

Encourage the free expression of feelings in your indi-

vidual meetings with the parties. Sometimes, people sim-

ply push each other’s buttons, and deep-seated issues that 

actually have little to do with the situation itself come to 

the surface. If you can determine the vulnerability or fear 

under the anger, you may be able to dissipate their defenses 
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and get to the heart of the matter. Be careful not to embar-

rass or expose anyone, however. Deep-seated issues can be 

delicate and very private matters that go back to child-

hood. Such disclosures are best left out of the workplace. 

When and if it becomes necessary to hold a meeting 

with both parties together, state the position of each person 

objectively, without accusing either party. For example, 

you might say, “Joe, I understand that you felt you weren’t 

receiving enough support in your tasks. Am I right?” To 

the other party, you might say, “Allison, I understand that 

you felt it would have been infringing on Joe’s turf if you 

offered that support without being asked. Is my under-

standing correct?” Often, if you state the position of each 

person in a calm and simple way without accusation, you 

can begin to find solutions to the problem. You are acting 

as the communicator in a situation where communication 

has broken down. When people feel unheard, hurt feelings 

and defensiveness may prevent them from speaking to each 

other effectively. An objective third party may be all that’s 

required to cut through the miscommunication. 

Ask each person to think creatively about how the situ-

ation can be improved, even if he or she thinks everything 

is the other person’s fault. Try to determine if there are 

common interests and goals shared by both parties, and 

keep your focus on solving the problem at hand, not fixing 



I D E N T I F Y  S O U R C E S  O F  C O N F L I C T  | 8 5  

the people involved. Again, think problem-oriented talk, not 

person-oriented talk. Try to get both parties to work to-

gether to find a better way of dealing with the problem. 

When two employees simply cannot get along but 

must work together, spend time with them to discuss 

how they can each focus on their common goal rather 

than their personality conflict. Ask them to think of cre-

ative ways they might find to work together despite the 

problems. Perhaps they can “agree to disagree” and avoid 

difficult subjects with each other. 

CONFLICTS BETWEEN YOU AND 

AN EMPLOYEE 

When you sense a conflict or problem developing be-

tween you and an employee, address it early before it 

escalates. The longer you let the situation go on, the 

more difficult it will be to resolve. Work hard to under-

stand your employee’s feelings and point of view. Be-

fore forming an opinion about an employee’s action, 

you need to hear the other side of the story. For exam-

ple, “Mrs. Lewis in room 401 complained to me about 

your conduct with her. Obviously, I wasn’t there, so I’d 

like to hear what took place from you. And then let’s 
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figure out what can be done to resolve it.” Stay calm, 

and offer validating talk. Repeat back what you believe 

you heard so that your employee realizes you genuinely 

care. “As I have been listening to you, I have the sense 

that you are frustrated with the resources available to 

you. Is that correct?” Be firm yet positive whenever 

possible. You certainly don’t want to cower and allow 

an employee to walk all over you, but the more you lis-

ten, the more likely you will be able to avoid future 

conflict, even if you must say no to your employee’s re-

quest. “Unfortunately, because of current economic 

conditions, it is not possible to give you a raise at the 

present time.” If the response is “If not now, when?” 

and you do not know, say, “I can’t say. We’ll have to 

see how things go,” or “I’m sorry, I am not certain what 

you can expect.” If the pressure is on for an immediate 

answer and you do not want to be rushed, say, “If you 

need an answer right now, the answer is no.” If you are 

not certain, use the words “not now” or “not at the 

present time.” Saying “not now” and changing your 

answer to yes is far easier than saying yes and later 

changing your answer to no. And if used truthfully, “not 

now” takes the sting out of no. 
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NEGOTIATION REQUIRES YOUR 

BIGGEST TALK 

Before you sit down to begin negotiating with someone— 

whether a business associate or a family member—you 

need to ask yourself a very important question: “How 

much is at stake?” If you never expect to deal with these 

people again, you can refuse to give in, pushing your 

agenda as far as you like to win your objective. When you 

will continue to have dealings with the people involved, 

however, negotiation becomes a subtle art that requires 

finesse. 

Of course, finesse doesn’t mean you should resort to 

manipulations or try to trick the other party into losing 

out. Honest and fair diplomacy are what is required to 

resolve problems—either during or after your deal. 

In other words, Big Talk. Both parties need to win on a 

few points and lose on a few points in order to maintain 

the relationship. Compromise is absolutely necessary 

on both sides, or the end result will be a breakdown 

of trust and a breakdown of the relationship. (Be careful 

not to resort to “haggling,” however, as this is more 

likely to lead to an adversarial relationship than a com-

promise.) 

Ideally, both sides in an argument should leave the 
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meeting feeling that they each received most of what they 

wanted. Strive to come to an agreement that actually 

strengthens the relationship, not weakens it. Now, that’s 

Big Talk indeed, but it isn’t as difficult as you think. You 

simply need to lay the groundwork before you begin the 

conversation. If you take the time to think about all of the 

different aspects of the situation, you’ll be armed with 

bargaining chips and able to anticipate some of the prob-

lems before they arise. 

If a major disagreement is involved, you should pre-

pare thoroughly for the meeting. It will allow you to clar-

ify your own position, as well as put yourself in the shoes 

of the other party. Use the worksheet below to ask your-

self the right questions. 

NEGOTIATION WORKSHEET 

1. What is at stake? How important is it that you 

and the other party come to an agreement? 
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2. In what ways are you and the other party already 

in agreement? Consider beginning your meeting 

by reiterating these points to establish goodwill. 

3. What do you want in this situation? 

4. What do you believe the other party wants in 

this situation? 

5. What can you offer the other party as a trade in 

order to get more of what you want? 
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6. What can you ask the other party for as a trade 

in order to offer something he or she wants? 

7. What are you prepared to give away, and in 

what ways are you prepared to compromise? 

8. What is absolutely not negotiable from your 

point of view? 

9. Where does the power lie in your relationship 

with the other party? Who controls what? 
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10. Will your relationship with this person in the 

past affect your ability to reach an agreement? 

Are there unresolved personality or historical 

issues that might come into play? 

11. If there are past issues, what strategies can you 

use to soften these problems and keep them 

out of the current negotiation? 

12. If an agreement cannot be reached, what are 

the consequences to you personally and profes-

sionally? 
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13. If an agreement cannot be reached, are there 

alternatives or options for resolving the situa-

tion? 

14. Are there others in your organization with 

expectations as to the outcome? If so, what are 

those expectations? What are the consequences 

to them if you cannot reach an agreement? 

Guard against taking anything personally when you’re 

involved in a negotiation, and strive to prevent others 

from doing so as well. When disagreements are miscon-

strued as personal attacks, Big Talk will become too big. 

Avoid blaming, even if others in the meeting resort to it. 

Your negotiation skills are required to an even greater de-

gree when the people you’re dealing with have few skills 

in this area. 
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When the other party resorts to manipulation or tries 

to force you into a win-lose situation, gently call him or 

her on these tactics. You might simply say, “It’s counter-

productive to avoid any kind of compromise.” Then, look 

for the common ground between you. Try to find where 

your interests are the same, in order to create camaraderie, 

rather than conflict. In all conflicts, tackle the problem, 

not the people involved. The more you focus on the task 

at hand, the more likely everyone involved will be able to 

work together toward a solution. 

Of course, when compromise fails to work, and one 

side must win while the other loses, some compensation 

must be given in order to maintain the relationship be-

tween you. In this way, you can turn a win-lose result into 

a win-win. 
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C O N F L I C T  C H A R T :  

Communication 
breakdown 

Expectations 

pointing 

personally 

Uncontrolled 
anger 

Refusing to 
compromise 

Focusing on the 
people rather than 

the problem 

Ignoring conflicts 
creates more 

conflict 

C O N F L I C T  

Haggling 

<
 

< 

< 

< 

<< 

< 

> 

> 

Blaming/Finger-

Taking things 



AV O I D I N G /  
R E S O LV I N G  

C O N F I C T  

I D E N T I F Y  S O U R C E S  O F  C O N F L I C T  | 9 5  

A V O I D I N G / R E S O L V I N G  

C O N F L I C T  C H A R T  

Find common 
goals 

Be flexible 
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experiment 

Compromise 

Encourage free 
expression of 
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Focus on the 
problem, not the people 
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your understanding 
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who will work 
well together 

Let go of grudges 

Try potential 

empathy, and without 

Watch for signs 
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I M P ROV E  YO U R  T I M I N G  

Recognize how timing plays a critical role in all of 

your professional communications, from asking for a 

raise to talking about your feelings. 

The day after you’ve made a sale, you don’t call your 

customer to find out if he or she wants to place an-

other order. When you go on a first date, you don’t start 

by talking about how many children you would have 

together. “Timing is everything” may be a cliché, but it’s 

a truth that applies in every aspect of life. 

I have already discussed the importance of starting 

with small talk, but there are more subtle timing issues 

with regard to Big Talk that can sometimes make or 

break a deal or business relationship. 
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TIMING IN MARKETING STRATEGIES 

If you bombard your customers with marketing materi-

als, you’re likely to lose them forever. On the other hand, 

if you fail to keep your company’s name in their minds, 

they may take their business elsewhere. Striking a balance 

can be a complex dance, but the more you know, the bet-

ter you will be able to time your marketing efforts appro-

priately. 

If you operate a gift basket business, for example, 

your customers would no doubt appreciate reminders 

before holidays such as Mother’s Day and Valentine’s 

Day which include gift ideas and special ways to appre-

ciate their loved ones. The timing of these messages 

makes sense, and they’re actually helpful to your cus-

tomers. Sending Christmas gift ideas every month of the 

year, however, is another story. For example, you proba-

bly hate getting those magazine subscription renewal 

reminders within two months after you have started 

your subscription. Imagine yourself in your customer’s 

position, and think about how you would experience 

your sales messages. 

If you work for an “evergreen” business such as the 

insurance industry, learn all you can about your target 
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market to determine when your potential customers 

would be most likely to buy what you’re selling. Your in-

dustry may maintain a seasonal or fiscal schedule that will 

make customers more receptive at certain times of the 

year, or you may discover that a particular customer 

maintains an in-house schedule that will make your well-

intentioned messages unwelcome during certain months. 

When determining how often and when to send mar-

keting materials, stop to think about what you want to 

accomplish. Are you trying to sell as much of a specific 

product as you can right now, or are you trying to develop 

trust for the long term? For quick sales, short flyers, 

e-mails, or postcards may do the trick. For building rela-

tionships, offer your customer something of value to ac-

company a reminder about your services. This could be 

a special sale for longtime customers or a discount for a 

period of time. When you’re dealing with an individual, 

consider keeping track of birthdays and sending cards in 

order to establish goodwill. 

No matter your industry, if your sales pitch accom-

panies information that your customers can use, the re-

sponse will be more receptive. If you send sales letters 

that contain nothing of value, your customers are likely 

to become annoyed—especially if your messages arrive 

too frequently. The last thing you want is to be pegged as 
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a spammer! Include articles or tips with your marketing 

materials, and your customers will appreciate and look 

forward to receiving them. Newsletters, for example, are an 

excellent way to remain in your customers’ minds. This 

will establish goodwill and show that you genuinely care 

about your clients. Just make sure that you include arti-

cles that are truly useful. 

TIMING IN SALES CALLS 

When you arrive for an unscheduled one-on-one sales call, 

be sensitive to the possibility that your prospect may be 

too busy to speak with you. Use the moment to find out 

the best time to continue the conversation, and take your 

leave before you wear out your welcome. Most importantly, 

don’t expect a sale sooner than your target market allows. 

Some organizations won’t buy until a series of steps have 

been completed, and final decisions are often made by 

a committee. Learn your market’s protocols and cycles, or 

you could quickly turn off your prospects and lose sales. 

Learning about personality types is also crucial in order 

to assess your customers and determine how best to com-

municate with them. Some people like a great deal of 

small talk before getting to the Big Talk regarding your 

product or service. Others prefer to get right down to 
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business, hearing immediately what you have to offer. In 

fact, these types will become downright annoyed if you 

engage in too much small talk. The better you develop 

your ability to recognize someone’s preferred conver-

sational style, the better you will time your movement 

from small talk to Big Talk. 

If you sense your prospect is reluctant to buy, ask open-

ended questions that require more than a yes-or-no an-

swer, such as “What do you think of this feature?” When 

you know your prospect’s reservations, you can counteract 

them with additional information. 

If, on the other hand, you sense that your prospect may 

be ready to buy, ask a question that requires a yes-or-no 

answer, such as “Do you see how my product could help 

you save money?” If you receive a yes answer, you know 

it’s time to ask for the sale. If you receive a no answer, you 

know that you need to present more convincing evidence. 

Always remain mindful of the amount of time you’re 

taking with a prospect, and keep your questions to a min-

imum. If your efforts seem to be promising but not yet 

leading to a sale, ask if you can send additional informa-

tion or make another appointment to speak with the per-

son again. 

If you’re a sales manager, you may have occasion to 

accompany one of your salespeople on a call. On these 
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occasions, keep in mind that this is not your territory. 

You are there to observe, not take over. Allow your sales-

person to do his or her job, and resist the urge to jump in 

and make the pitch yourself. Not only is it the courteous 

thing to do, but it will allow you to observe the salesper-

son’s work. Only then will you be able to offer specific 

feedback. Obviously, if the call nears the end and is not 

going well, you can jump in and save it. This will give 

you the opportunity to demonstrate your expertise for 

your salesperson’s benefit and help close the sale. 

ETIQUETTE EXPERTS AGREE 

At breakfast, business conversation can commence 

when the coffee is poured. 

At lunch, make small talk until you’ve ordered, and 

then talk business. 

At dinner, the host should introduce business into the 

conversation. 

TIMING IN PRESENTATIONS 

Remember the power of silence in a speech—taking a 

moment to pause for dramatic effect? This is only one 
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way in which timing plays an important role during a 

speech or presentation. First of all, the length of time you 

choose to speak is vital to how well you’re received. If you 

speak for too long, you will soon be talking to yourself 

while your audience is off in their minds thinking about 

grocery lists or problems with spouses. 

Try not to cram too much information into your pre-

sentation. Think carefully about how much your audience 

will be able to absorb in one sitting and the amount of in-

formation they expect to receive. Even if you’re the great-

est speaker in the world, no one will want to listen to you 

all day. Time yourself during practice sessions to make 

sure you don’t go over your allotted time, but bear in 

mind that rehearsals take approximately 25 percent less 

time than the actual performance. Therefore, be sure to 

practice at a slow pace. Research shows that people can 

take in less than 150 words per minute, so try to plan 

your time with the audience’s comprehension speed in 

mind. 

Time each section of your speech to make sure you 

don’t stay on one aspect of your topic for too long. Cover 

the pertinent information, and move on to your next 

point in order to make all of your points during your al-

lotted time. For each fifteen minutes of your speech, plan 

on engaging your audience by asking them a question 
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or showing a PowerPoint slide containing a picture or 

graph. If you pose a question, you can ask something hy-

pothetical that doesn’t require a verbal response. Simply 

asking the question will return any wandering minds to 

your subject as everyone thinks about a response and be-

comes engaged in your speech. 

It’s almost inevitable that you’ll end up running out 

of time, so don’t save your best material for the end of 

your speech. Certainly prepare a great ending, but start 

off with some of your most exciting information. Other-

wise, you may end up having to rush through it at the 

end. If you have to announce that you’re unable to show 

some slides that were promised because you’ve run out of 

time, your audience will lose faith in you. The best way 

to avoid this is to keep a watch or small clock where you 

can see it (but out of view of the audience, if possible) to 

make sure that you time each section of your speech ap-

propriately. This should help prevent a mad rush at the 

finish and keep you on track throughout your speech. 

Don’t wear your watch on your wrist, however, as your 

audience will see you looking at it and become dis-

tracted. 
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TIMING IN MEETINGS 

Everyone’s time is valuable, and if you plan too many 

meetings that prove to be unproductive, people will re-

sent it. This means that you must not only plan your 

meetings carefully, but you must require that everyone 

be on time. If you constantly wait for latecomers, those 

who have arrived on time will feel disregarded. When 

the chronically late miss the beginning of enough meet-

ings, they will no doubt begin to arrive on time. 

Remain equally as vigilant about the time you end the 

meeting. It’s the only way for everyone to keep a sched-

ule, and they will appreciate that you respect their time. 

When the ending time arrives, schedule another meet-

ing to finish your agenda, if necessary. 

TIMING AND YOUR BOSS 

If your timing is off when you ask for a raise or present 

an idea to your boss, you’re wasting your breath. Before 

you decide to make a request of a supervisor or manager, 

consider his or her schedule and current circumstances. 

Monday mornings and Friday afternoons are generally 

poor times for such discussions. If your boss has many 
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meetings scheduled, a big project due, or just appears 

to be irritable, bide your time. Of course, if you have 

no way of knowing your boss’s schedule, simply say, 

“I’d like to talk to you about an idea I have. Is this a 

good time, or would you like to schedule something 

later?” 

When asking for a raise, take your organization’s per-

formance review schedule into account. If you have just 

completed a glowing project or have been given new re-

sponsibilities, don’t wait for your review in six months. 

Take advantage of the fact that your success is fresh in 

your supervisor’s mind. If your review is only two weeks 

away, however, wait until just before that time to ask for 

the raise. Since your review is more about finding out 

what you might be doing wrong, it doesn’t hurt to alert 

your boss to what you’re doing right just prior to the time 

of your review. 

Never ask for a raise, of course, when you know the 

company is going through financial difficulties. You’re 

unlikely to be successful, and you will only undermine 

your efforts in the future. See Chapter 13 for more tips 

about asking for a raise or promotion. 

When you’re changing jobs, negotiate a higher salary 

after the position has been offered but before you have 

formally accepted it. This is the time when you have the 
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most leverage. You can even let the employer know that 

you have another offer (if you do) or say you’d like to 

think about it. The employer just may make a higher of-

fer to coerce you to make an immediate decision. Don’t 

take too long to give an answer, though. If your initial 

counteroffer is rejected, try to negotiate a guaranteed in-

crease after a few months within the company. Never al-

low it to be stipulated that you only receive the raise if 

your performance is satisfactory, however, because this is a 

judgment call that can easily be used against you. 

DEALING WITH THE DIFFICULT BOSS 

If your boss is difficult to deal with, he or she may fall 

into one or more of many different categories: bullying, 

incompetent, tyrannical, indecisive, or just plain nasty. 

There are tactics that can help advance a resolution. 

Present ideas not as “Here’s what I want” but as “Here’s 

how I can help you.” Use an advocate approach. For 

example, say to your boss, “I’ve been wondering if you 

would think about helping us work together better.” 

An advocate approach gives direction to the conversa-

tion while allowing the boss to take the bull by the 

horns. 
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It is awfully difficult for a boss to argue with a com-

ment like “When you ask me to design prototypes at 

the last minute, it is very difficult to do my best work . . .  

I’d like to spend more time on research in order to come 

up with a more complete plan. With more notice, I think 

I could improve what we deliver to the customer.” The 

impatient, disorganized boss ought to be asked, “What 

do you need to finish next?” rather than “What do you 

need me to start next?” 

Ask for a meeting. Say, “I’d like to meet with you this 

week to discuss some ideas I have about how we can 

work more efficiently. Would Tuesday be a good day?” 

Who can say no to that?! Avoid defensiveness with 

phrases such as “You may not recognize . . .” or “You 

may not be aware . . .” or “You may not mean to . . .” 

Be wary of the hastily written angry e-mail. It can 

lead to disaster, as it cannot be recalled after real dam-

age is done. 

TIMING AND CONFLICT 

The biggest problem when it comes to conflict is trying 

to resolve it too soon, when emotions are too hot. When 

you attempt to make your points before both of you have 
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cooled down, you will only make matters worse. If some-

one else tries to press you before you feel you can commu-

nicate rationally, be firm about asking for more time. 

Learn your own limits, and never allow yourself to be 

pulled into an argument before you’re ready to speak 

from a less emotional place. 

If an argument does get out of hand, be willing to call 

a “time-out,” but don’t use this as a way out of the discus-

sion. Be sure to genuinely work on calming yourself, so 

that you can come together for a discussion as soon as pos-

sible. If you wait too long to resolve problems, they be-

come like sore shoulders in the relationship. You may be 

able to ignore the pain, but it’s still there. And if you 

leave too many issues unresolved, the pain will eventually 

become unbearable. 

Of course, resolution doesn’t always mean that you 

come to an agreement. It simply means that you come to 

some sort of understanding with each other, which may 

involve agreeing to disagree. The ultimate goal is for each 

party to feel safe with the other person—whether in a 

personal or business relationship. If each of you manages 

to respect the other’s point of view, the relationship can 

continue harmoniously. 

Timing is an advanced skill that requires finesse and 

sensitivity. The more you cultivate your ability to assess 



I M P R O V E  Y O U R  T I M I N G  | 1 0 9  

personality types, read body language, and put yourself 

in another person’s shoes, the better your timing will be-

come. You’ll never read other people with 100 percent 

accuracy, but you can significantly reduce your margin 

of error with a little bit of effort and knowledge. 
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P O S I T I V E  E N E RG Y   

TIMING 
SEND OUT 

POSITIVE 

ENERGY 

IMPROVE 
YOUR 

Discover how to send out positive conversational 

energy and keep from sending out negative energy. 

You walk into a room full of people, and you don’t 

know a soul. You scan each corner, looking for 

someone who appears to be approachable. Some people 

may cause you to feel unwelcome, while others draw 

you toward them magnetically, making you feel eager to 
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start a conversation. The people you instinctively want to 

approach are sending out positive energy, while there is 

something amiss about the people who make you feel 

uncomfortable. 

What kind of energy do you send out? You may be a 

great Big Talker, but if the energy you convey is negative 

or awkward, your words will fall flat. So how can you be 

one of the people who put out positive energy and draw 

others to them? It simply takes some awareness to make 

sure you are presenting yourself in an upbeat, confident 

way. When you take the time to examine what you do in 

Big Talk situations, you will be able to make adjustments 

to alter the energy that others feel from you. The more 

positive you are, the faster you will cultivate trust and rap-

port in both business and social circumstances. Remember 

that everyone knows an average of two-hundred-plus peo-

ple. You never know the advantageous connections you 

can make if your energy pulls people toward you. 

TURN ON YOUR INNER MAGNET 

One of the best ways to determine how you can put out 

more positive energy and become magnetic is to notice the 

body language and actions of people who make you feel 

good in their presence. If you pay attention, you’ll no doubt 
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notice that their body language remains open. They don’t 

cross their arms or their legs. They stand up straight and 

enter a room with a smile, giving the impression that 

they’re happy to be there. They’re good listeners, and they 

maintain eye contact, showing that they care about the per-

son who’s speaking. When they stand with a group, they 

include everyone through open body language and frequent 

eye contact. If someone approaches when they’re speaking 

to someone else, they find a way to invite the new person 

into the conversation. They convey warmth and interest by 

smiling frequently and gesturing with their hands. 

Clearly, the most approachable people in the room are 

those who appear to be sensitive, nonjudgmental, pas-

sionate, and compassionate. They make you feel interest-

ing and keep you interested by engaging actively in the 

conversation. They offer you sincere compliments, and 

when you mention an accomplishment, they don’t hesi-

tate to tell you they’re impressed. They often seek out the 

people who are shy and try to engage them in the activi-

ties. They ask questions that evoke positive answers, such 

as “What is your favorite aspect of your profession?” They 

try to determine how they can help each person in the 

room and operate under the assumption that whatever 

favors they give will someday return to them. 

People with positive energy have a sense of humor. 
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They take the time to remember funny stories that they 

can tell in social situations. They keep track of what’s go-

ing on in the world in order to be good conversationalists. 

They never run out of things to talk about because they 

lead interesting lives and have great stories to tell. You 

can cultivate all of these traits. Simply pay attention to 

humorous stories, read the headlines, and experience life 

by visiting museums, theater, and new restaurants. 

But what about the people who make you feel nega-

tive? If you study the reasons why you feel ill at ease with 

someone, you will probably discover that they’re giving 

off one or more unconscious signals. These people tend to 

make little eye contact with others, or their eyes dart 

around the room rather than focus on the person who’s 

speaking. It may be a sign of shyness, but it comes across 

as lack of interest. If a man is uptight, for example, he 

will leave his suit jacket buttoned. Fidgeting and tense 

body language may be a result of social nervousness, but 

it gives the impression that the person is bored and dis-

tracted. Nervous habits like nail biting and scratching re-

peatedly will make others uncomfortable. 

If you’re shy and find it difficult to make eye contact, 

you simply have to force yourself to look at other people. 

You will find that you become more comfortable with it 

as you practice. Try to speak clearly and without hesitation 
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to show that you’re confident about what you’re saying. If 

you’re easily distracted, practice focusing your attention. 

This is a common problem since your mind can process 

words faster than anyone can speak, but allowing your 

mind to wander is death to Big Talk. Watch documen-

taries, Court TV, or C-SPAN, and work at listening to 

every word. Listening is a skill you can develop, and this 

practice will train you to maintain your attention in con-

versation. 

Self-consciousness can be a real problem, but the best 

way to relax is to focus more on the other person than on 

yourself. If the other person mentions something positive 

about him- or herself, respond favorably. You might say, 

“It sounds like you did an amazing job on that project,” 

or “You obviously contributed a great deal to your com-

pany’s recent success.” 

People who lack positive energy fail to show their in-

terest in others. They often interrupt and try to dominate 

the conversation. They appear distracted and overly anx-

ious to speak rather than listen, sometimes turning their 

body language away from the person who’s speaking. 

They may even tap one of their feet. This behavior can 

convey a sense of superiority, which is often a result of un-

derlying insecurity. These people sometimes “work the 

room,” quickly moving from one person to another as if 
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to discover the most advantageous person there. In other 

words, they’re out for what they can get, rather than what 

they can give. Even though it’s natural to want to gain 

something from your new acquaintances, positive energy 

requires that you focus more on what you can offer others. 

It will always eventually pay you large dividends. 

If you’re a passionate person, you may become so excited 

by the conversation that you inadvertently dominate it. 

Guard against coming on too strong. You may have no in-

tention of being domineering, but if you push too hard or 

appear desperate to make your points, you will turn off 

your listener. Passion is a great way to engage people in 

what you’re saying, but it sometimes needs to be tempered 

to keep people from feeling that you’re trying to force 

them to your point of view. 

If you’re unsure of how your energy is perceived by 

others, ask. Friends and associates you trust can let you 

know where you need to improve. If you try too hard, you 

will come across as insincere, but friends can tell you if 

you need to tone down your friendliness. You may even 

ask a colleague to observe you with others to give you an 

assessment of your energy. If someone appears to react to 

you negatively, however, don’t take it personally. It could 

easily be a result of their own discomfort, or you may 

simply resemble someone they dislike. 
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ARE YOU MEMORABLE? 

Another way to project positive energy is to make sure 

you are remembered. Here are three tips for staying in 

the minds of those you meet: 

1. While you don’t want to dress in a flashy way for 

business functions, you can wear something distinc-

tive. Choose your clothing carefully to subtly stand 

out rather than merely blend in. You might wear a 

special tie or a piece of jewelry that could serve as 

a conversation piece. 

2. Repeat your name, the name of your company,

and/or the name of your product when it’s appropri-

ate. Think of this information as the “key words” of 

your conversation that will help those you meet find 

you more easily in the “search engine” of their 

brains. Be careful, however. Repeating personal 

information can be a difficult thing to pull off if you 

lack the proper subtlety. Make sure you use these 

opportunities wisely. If it’s obvious why you’re 

repeating the information, you will appear to be a 

pushy opportunist, and there is no positive energy 

in that! 
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3. Find a short but interesting story about yourself or 

your business that will set you apart. Your compan-

ions will be much more likely to remember you if 

they associate you with an unusual story. If you’re 

unsure whether or not your story is entertaining, try 

it out on a friend or colleague, and only offer the 

story if it naturally flows in the conversation. Don’t 

interject it out of nowhere. 

A PROACTIVE APPROACH TO 

POSITIVE ENERGY 

Never underestimate the power of networking and culti-

vating positive relationships. Sending out positive energy 

is about more than simply making a good impression at a 

business meeting or gathering. You can create positive en-

ergy by taking active steps. Never miss the opportunity to 

congratulate someone when you hear of an achievement or 

freely share an article that you think might be of interest 

(as long as your sharing isn’t a daily occurrence that would 

cause you to appear pushy or intrusive). If you have noth-

ing special to say to someone but want to make contact, 

you can simply say, “I really enjoyed meeting you, and I’d 
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like to learn more about your business. Could we set up a 

lunch during the next week or two?” If the other person 

makes excuses about having no time, you can take that as 

a no, unless you’re offered an alternative such as “Actually, 

in three weeks, I would have time.” 

Follow up with every contact that appears to be re-

motely advantageous or enjoyable, but don’t act like 

you’re best buddies with someone you’ve just met. Little 

will turn someone off faster than a person who acts like an 

old friend when you’re merely acquaintances. It comes 

across as trying too hard, and the other party will ab-

solutely suspect you’re trying to get something from him 

or her. Instead, offer something to the other person—a 

tip, an article, a contact, or information about an event. 

Just make sure that you choose carefully. The tip or infor-

mation should be truly of value to the other person. If 

not, you will appear as though you’re simply trying to in-

gratiate yourself insincerely. 

Introduce people to one another if you think it would 

be helpful to them, or set up meetings where you can act 

as a host. Connecting people with each other is one of the 

most effective ways to build relationships, whether you 

introduce them face-to-face or by passing along contact 

information. You will always be appreciated when one of 

those connections proves to be fruitful. 
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If you have clients or customers who could benefit 

from your expertise, consider creating a newsletter with 

valuable information. Hire a writer to help you compose 

articles, if necessary, and be careful to make sure the infor-

mation is truly helpful. Sending newsletters with nothing 

but a sales pitch or articles that are “fluff ” with no sub-

stance will quickly become an annoyance. 

Whether or not you create a newsletter, send notes via 

snail mail to set you apart from the pack. The U.S. Postal 

Service says that the majority of mail today consists of 

catalogs and sales letters, so receiving something personal 

in the mail will definitely be noticed and considered a 

pleasant extra effort on your part. 

Whatever you do, work hard to remember names. A 

surefire way to destroy a potential relationship is to forget 

that you’ve already met someone. Always ask for business 

cards, and make notes on the cards, including physical 

descriptions, to help you remember who’s who. When 

you run into someone again, not only will you be able 

to say, “Nice to see you again, Jack,” but you’ll be able to 

ask, “So, how’s that merger coming that you were telling 

me about?” or “Please tell me about your trip to Fiji!” 

How special do you feel when someone remembers you in 

this way and asks you a very specific question that is per-

sonal to you? 
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Also consider accepting a business card in the same 

way those in many Asian cultures do. During a speaking 

tour in Singapore and Thailand I learned to receive a 

card faceup with both hands, then to take a moment to 

look at and absorb the information on the card and 

make a positive comment as well: “What an interesting 

logo!” or “Tell me about the origins of the name of your 

company.” Show sincere interest and send out positive 

energy. 

Using praise is a surefire way to send out positive energy. 

As every good manager knows, praise must be specific— 

“Awesome! You beat the deadline by three hours!”—or it’s 

meaningless. 

DO YOU UNDERSELL OR 

OVERSELL YOURSELF? 

Only a lucky few actually enjoy self-promotion. Not 

only are we taught as children not to brag, but there are 

so many opportunities to be shot down by someone else 

that it’s a very vulnerable thing to praise yourself. De-

spite the discomfort, your success in business situations 

is largely dependent on your ability to make Big Talk 

about yourself. Finding the right balance can be difficult, 
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however. If you undersell your strengths and abilities, 

you may come up short. If you oversell yourself, you will 

either come across as arrogant or compensating for inse-

curity. 

If you want to avoid underselling yourself, ask friends 

and associates to enumerate your strengths and talents. 

This will help you to feel you have the proper perspective, 

and it will get past your own judgments and insecurities 

about your performance. You may even learn some new 

great things about yourself! If you find it extremely un-

comfortable to discuss your talents, you can always attrib-

ute the information to your colleagues. You might say, 

“My colleagues tell me that I’m diligent and detail-

oriented,” or “My manager tells me frequently that he ap-

preciates my willingness to be thorough and go the extra 

mile.” 

The best way to prevent overselling yourself is to talk 

about a specific project. Discuss the challenges you over-

came and how you did it. Then, be sure to mention the 

benefits to the company of your actions. If you worked 

with a team, praise their performance as well as your own. 

Be careful not to take full credit for something unless you 

truly accomplished it without help. Say only what’s nec-

essary to make the pertinent points about the project. 
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If you go on and on, you will appear to be trying too hard, 

and this will convey underlying insecurity. 

Here is an example of specifically illustrating your 

accomplishments: “I spent two years opening fifteen dis-

tribution centers in several Asian and European coun-

tries. It was very rewarding and demanding work, which 

gave me a crash course in accounting, corporate valua-

tion, business strategy formation, and implementation. It 

was also a crash course in dealing with different cultures 

and personalities. There were problems along the way, as 

employees were reluctant to accept the changes I was 

asked to implement, but I found that if I truly listened 

to their concerns, I was able to offer solutions and help 

them to stay calm about the changes. As a result, my 

company now has fifteen successful new centers across the 

globe, and all of them are still bringing in substantial 

revenue for the company.” 

THE INTERVIEWEE: HOW TO KEEP YOUR 

RÉSUMÉ OUT OF THE SHREDDER 

In order to have a successful interview, you simply must 

become comfortable with selling yourself, but under-

selling or overselling in this situation are the fastest 
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ways to get fired before you even get hired! Follow the 

advice in other chapters about preparing your answers 

and watching your body language, but it’s even more 

important to follow the advice in this chapter about pro-

jecting positive energy. If your energy is negative, too 

shy, or too domineering, you may as well stay at home. 

Don’t worry, though, it only requires a bit of work to 

fine-tune your interview presentation. If you take the 

time to do the work and discover where you need to 

improve—videotaping yourself or asking friends and 

associates for their honest opinions—you have an ex-

cellent chance of landing that dream job. 

Remember, however, that just because someone 

conducts interviews for a company doesn’t mean he or 

she is good at it and has positive energy. No matter 

what you receive back from the interviewer—closed 

arms, fidgeting, or distracted eyes—keep your energy 

and body language positive. This is a time when you 

don’t want to mirror the body language of the other per-

son. You may be surprised that the interviewer sud-

denly becomes more comfortable and begins to mimic 

your body language. 
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THE INTERVIEWER: HOW TO MAKE THE BEST 

CANDIDATES WANT THE JOB 

Interviewers often forget that they are also being in-

terviewed by applicants. You’re representing your en-

tire company to each candidate who walks through the 

door, and if your energy is negative, you’ll lose the 

best people for the job. Try not to ask rote questions 

like “What’s your biggest weakness?” or “What would 

you like to be doing in five years?” Ask questions that 

are specific to each applicant. All it takes is a quick re-

view of the résumé before the interview to come up 

with questions that will help the candidate feel at 

ease. Listen intently to the answers you receive, and 

never take phone calls during an interview unless 

they’re urgent. 

While it may seem advantageous to have a superior 

attitude that puts candidates off balance, it will cause 

the most talented people to look elsewhere. The bottom 

line is that a company will flourish if it can attract the 

finest people in the field. 
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At a networking event, when someone asks, “How 

have you been?” or “How’s work?” make the most of the 

opportunity to share upbeat news. So many times we fall 

into a rut by responding to “How have you been?” with 

“Busy” or “Same old, same old.” Instead, be prepared to 

offer a more stimulating response that never borders on 

bragging: “I have been great. We had the opportunity to 

bid on some exciting new business recently,” or “I trav-

eled to Chicago for an interesting meeting last week.” 

Two things occur when you supply these embellished re-

sponses. First, you did not fall into a rut of conversation 

clichés, and second, you gave your contact something to 

talk about with you, thus preventing an awkward mo-

ment filled with silence. Please pass on those “elevator 

speeches.” I, too, have heard that a good networker gives 

a pitch about his or her business, service, product, or ca-

reer search when asked “How are things?” The lack of 

sincerity is usually evident. We have all heard these self-

serving pitches, and I know I am sick of them. Please 

do not tell me more than I need to know. Just give me 

a sentence in response and the potential for connecting is 

planted. 
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STAYING IN THE MOOD 

When it comes to positive energy, make sure it’s gen-

uine. People will notice if you’re trying too hard or 

pouring it on too thick. So what do you do when you’re 

going through a rough time and have no positive energy 

to spare? You don’t want to pretend to be positive, 

which will probably only make you feel and appear 

more tense, but you can learn how to alter your internal 

mood! There are numerous ways to accomplish this, and 

you can experiment until you find the ways that work 

best for you. 

For example, keep a list of some of the happiest mo-

ments of your life. Whenever you need to be “on” to meet 

with a client or attend a meeting or event, you can help 

yourself to feel more positive by recalling these moments. 

If you’re really feeling down, take the time to recall your 

happy moments in as much detail as you can. You might 

recall a special vacation, your wedding day, the birth 

of your child, or the day you won an award. Remember 

sights, sounds, smells, tastes, and feelings. Fellow profes-

sional speaker and past president of the National Speakers 

Association Scott Friedman is known for concealing two-

dollar bills wherever he goes. In books, under pillows, left 

behind on an airplane seat for the cleaning staff to find, 
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knowing that he has planted a future smile on someone’s 

face. Or Scott will surprise and endear himself to his din-

ing companions when he uses his special fork that 

stretches four feet across a table and removes a carrot from 

someone’s plate. Another professional speaker and trainer, 

Tim Gard, recommends a packet of his “Big Bucks” play 

money to the managers and supervisors he works with. If 

you are the manager, supervisor, or decision maker who 

always hears “You should do it, that’s why you get the big 

bucks!” now you have a tool to counter those remarks. Pass 

them out so everyone has the big bucks! That is a way to 

dispel negativity in the workplace. 

As I enter a venue for a meeting, a luncheon, a net-

working event, or a presentation, I plant a “real” smile on 

my face and check my posture for comfort and confidence. 

This insures that I present myself in a fresh and positive 

way and leave my worries behind as I enter the door. A 

smile in any direction almost always guarantees a smile 

in return. 

Another way to alter your internal energy is to play 

music that you love. You might respond best to music 

that makes you want to dance, or you may prefer soothing 

classical music. If music fails to move you, try watching a 

DVD of your favorite comedy act. Laughter can alter your 

mood faster than almost anything. 
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You can only learn how to organically switch your en-

ergy from negative to positive through trial and error. 

Everyone is different. Think of yourself as a method ac-

tor. You’re not pretending; you’re manipulating your 

psyche like a musical instrument to project the best 

possible energy. If you do that, the energy will be true, 

not false. If all else fails, focus on making your compan-

ions feel good. You might just find yourself feeling bet-

ter as a result! 
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B U I L D  C O N V E R S AT I O NA L  

C LO U T  

Recognize how to influence others and achieve your 

goals using specific conversational techniques. 

You already know the importance of the energy you 

project, but what about the words you use? If you 

use passive language, you will sound hesitant and unsure. 

If, on the other hand, you use aggressive words, you will 

come across as overbearing and pushy. Neither of these 

types of language does anything to improve your Big Talk. 

Luckily, there’s a third type of language that is neither 

aggressive nor passive. It is assertive. 

Words that are assertive project confidence and knowl-

edge without you forcing yourself on someone else. In 

the last chapter, I described the most approachable peo-

ple in a room as those who are attentive and sensitive to 
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others. This doesn’t mean that you have to be touchy-feely 

and wishy-washy, however. Assertive language is straight-

forward and direct without undermining you or anyone 

else. It’s neutral in a way that conveys honesty and open-

ness. 

WHAT DO YOU MEAN BY THAT? 

Which type of language do you use in Big Talk situa-

tions? If you aren’t sure, you may be sending messages 

that are different from your intentions. Listen to yourself 

and others, and think about how the use of certain words 

can lead Big Talk astray. In the interest of politeness, peo-

ple often hold back what they really want to say, which 

causes them to appear uncertain or meek. Directness 

doesn’t mean you must forgo being polite. If your words 

are too vague, however, you’re barely communicating at 

all. Assertiveness is the happy medium. 

Vague questions and statements. When you fail to let 

someone know exactly what you want or need, you set 

yourself up for disappointment. Don’t ask a colleague: 

“When can I have that report?” Instead, ask: “Can you 

have the report ready by Friday?” Don’t say: “We need to 

set up a meeting to discuss the merger as soon as possi-
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ble.” Instead, say: “Can you attend a meeting to discuss 

the merger on Tuesday?” 

The “if ” questions. We use the word “if” when we feel 

tentative. The problem is that it sets up a low expectation 

and makes you appear uncertain. Don’t say: “If I could 

take a moment of your time . . .” Instead, say: “Could I 

have a moment of your time?” Don’t say: “If I can get the 

information for you . . .” This sounds like you’re unsure 

of yourself. Instead, say: “I’ll check this out and let you 

know what I discover.” 

Qualifying statements. It’s easy to forget that down-

playing your knowledge can make you seem overly cau-

tious. Don’t say: “I was going to say that the quarterly 

numbers were surprising.” Instead, say: “The quarterly 

numbers were surprising.” Don’t say: “I believe it may 

be premature to target XYZ Company.” Instead, say: “In 

my opinion, it’s premature to target XYZ Company.” 

Allow yourself to assert your beliefs and opinions with-

out apology. 

Silly questions. Stop to think about some of the ques-

tions we ask regularly that make no sense. Don’t ask: 

“Can I ask you a question?” You have already asked a 
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question before getting permission to ask your question. 

Instead, say: “I’m sorry to interrupt, but I’d like to set up 

a meeting tomorrow to discuss the annual report. What 

time are you available?” Don’t ask: “Can you spell your 

name?” Of course this person can spell his or her name! 

Instead, say: “Please spell your name.” Don’t ask: “May I 

ask if you’ve read the new white paper?” Instead, ask: 

“Have you read the new white paper?” 

Obvious statements. Sometimes, you may try to be em-

phatic but end up inadvertently putting yourself down. 

Don’t say: “To be honest, I would rather do business in 

France than anywhere else.” Does this mean you are some-

times dishonest? Simply say: “I would rather do business 

in France than anywhere else.” 

Judgmental statements. Keep your statements factual. 

Don’t say: “Your memo was poor,” which is insulting and 

accusatory. Instead, say: “The memo was unclear. Please 

prepare another draft, and watch for anything that might 

not make sense to someone unfamiliar with the concepts.” 

Demeaning statements. Watch for subtle statements in 

which you put yourself down. If you say, “I only take care 

of the customer service reports,” you are undermining 
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your contribution to the company. Instead, say: “That isn’t 

my area, but I can connect you with Barbara, who handles 

the human resources reports.” In an effort to get out of 

completing a task, you may find yourself downplaying 

your job title: “I’m just the supervisor of a small depart-

ment within the company, and I don’t know anything 

about that.” Instead, say: “That’s a different department, 

and the receptionist will direct you to the proper person.” 

They made me do it. It is not uncommon to use “have 

to” in a sentence, but it conveys an obligation, either on 

your part or on the part of someone else. When you say, 

“I’ll have to check with my supervisor,” you imply that 

you are controlled by your supervisor. Instead, say: “I’ll 

check with my supervisor to see if that time is conve-

nient.” When you tell someone else that they “have to” 

do something, it sounds as though you are trying to be 

the one in control. Don’t say: “You’ll have to come by 

later because I can’t spare a moment right now.” Instead, 

say: “I’ll be available to speak with you about that tomor-

row. What time would be best for you?” 

“I” statements. While you want to have give-and-take 

in any conversation and ask questions about the other 

person, assertive language involves “I” statements. In this 
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way, you take responsibility for what you think, feel, and 

do. You are not passing blame on to someone else or pre-

tending that you know less than you do. “I” statements 

help you to deflect blame while still being assertive. For 

example, if you say, “When you don’t deliver the minutes 

on time, you cause all sorts of problems,” you will likely 

be greeted with defensiveness. Instead, say: “I’m unable 

to write the newsletter when the minutes are late. I need 

them by no later than 3:00 p.m. on Friday of each week.” 

This is assertive, and it shows how the other person’s be-

havior is affecting you. 

Take the time to think about what your words are 

truly communicating. Some colloquialisms in the En-

glish language do not serve you in Big Talk. There are 

underlying meanings that we tend to forget, but they 

have a subconscious effect on others in conversation. 

Speak from a place of strength, and your Big Talk will be 

much more successful. 

ASSERTIVE BODY LANGUAGE 

When someone is assertive, he or she makes eye con-

tact with you, which is an indication of sincerity. Such a 

person mirrors your body language, and gestures when 
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it is appropriate. An assertive person will stand straight 

and solid on both feet, facing another person directly. 

An assertive vocal tone is level, calm, and moderate, 

conveying confidence in what is being said, while a 

raised or high voice indicates uncertainty or deception. 

TECHNIQUES FOR ASSERTIVE BIG TALK 

There are numerous ways you can steer a conversation 

back to the matter at hand, even when the other party is 

trying to dissuade you from your goal. These techniques 

allow you to be assertive without becoming aggressive or 

defensive, and they often prevent you from entering into 

an argument. 

Partial agreement. When someone says something crit-

ical, you have an opportunity to deflect the negativity by 

agreeing with that person in part. For example, a colleague 

may say: “Don’t you think you’ve made the meeting 

agenda too long?” Don’t say: “I don’t think it’s too long, 

and besides, if I don’t cover all of those items, we won’t 

be ready for the annual meeting.” This is a needlessly 

defensive response, and there is no reason to explain your-
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self. Neutralize the comment with a partial agreement: 

“You’re right. There is a lot to cover in the meeting.” 

No apologies. Another way to handle critical remarks is 

to accept your responsibility without apologizing. It dis-

arms the person who is criticizing you, leaving that per-

son with little fuel to throw on the fire, as you offer 

empathy for his or her point of view. A colleague might 

say: “You never have time to listen to my ideas.” You can 

respond by saying: “You’re right. I haven’t always had 

time to give your ideas full consideration.” 

Compromise. When it makes sense to do so, compro-

mise. In the situation above, it may be to your benefit 

to offer your colleague a meeting to discuss ideas. You 

could say, “You’re right. I haven’t always had time to 

give your ideas full consideration. Can we meet tomor-

row at noon to talk about it further?” Only consider a 

compromise, however, if you can maintain your self-

respect in the process. 

Calculated repetition. In both business and personal 

conversations, some people will try to manipulate you 

into an argument or may simply ignore your state-

ments to push their own agenda. This technique involves 
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repeating your original point in a calm voice no matter 

what the other person says. 

Let’s say your cable company contends that you never 

returned your cable box and expects you to pay $300 for 

it. Here is a way to utilize the repetition technique: 

You: “I have a receipt showing that the technician took 

it with him, and I won’t be paying for a box that I 

clearly returned.” 

Customer service representative: “We have no record of the 

return, so you owe the $300.” 

You: “I have a receipt showing that the technician took 

it with him, and I won’t be paying for a box that I 

clearly returned.” 

Customer service representative: “If you don’t pay the 

$300, your service will be cut off.” 

You: “I have a receipt showing that the technician took 

it with him, and I won’t be paying for a box that I 

clearly returned.” 

If you still fail to receive satisfaction, get the name of the 

head of customer service, and waste no time straightening 

out the situation with the person in charge. 
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You can also use this technique in a conversation power 

play by starting your repetition with “I just said . . .” If 

someone continues to push, you can push back by ac-

knowledging his or her statement, followed by a repeti-

tion of your point. For example, you might say: “I hear 

that you want me to give you more time to complete the 

project, but the project needs to be finished by April 1.” 

If this doesn’t work, you can say: “I have told you several 

times that the project must be finished by April 1, but 

you seem to be ignoring me.” In order to deflect an argu-

ment, you might offer assistance: “I’m sorry that you feel 

there isn’t enough time to finish the project, so let’s dis-

cuss what needs to happen in order to get it done by the 

deadline.” 

Take a breather. If emotions run high, the most as-

sertive way to handle the situation is to stop before an ar-

gument ensues. You can simply say: “If we take some 

time to cool off, we’ll be able to have a more productive 

discussion.” If the other party refuses to let it go, you can 

say: “We’ll discuss this later when emotions aren’t run-

ning so high.” Then, simply leave. 

Interrupt an interruption. When someone interrupts 

or does something distracting, you can bring the attention 
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back to the subject at hand by stopping and directly ad-

dressing the problem. In this instance, it is best to use an 

“I” statement to avoid creating an argument. For example, 

you might say: “I need to bring us back to the matter at 

hand. I become frustrated when the discussion digresses in 

a direction that won’t accomplish our goals.” 

Interrupt an argument. Sometimes, a conversation gets 

out of hand before you know it. When this happens, you 

can interrupt the trajectory of the argument by simply 

saying: “Let’s take a break. What happened to cause us to 

argue?” Humor can be helpful in a situation like this, if it 

is appropriate: “I must have had one too many cups of cof-

fee today!” See if you can get to the core of the issue and 

come to a compromise between you. For example, you 

might say: “Let me see if I understand your point of view. 

Are you trying to say that . . . ?” or “I know  that it’s frus-

trating to meet these projections, so let’s take a breather 

and set up a time to meet tomorrow.” If you find that the 

other person continues the argument despite your best 

efforts, you can be more assertive: “It’s unproductive for 

us to argue about this. We become defensive and get 

nowhere. Please get back to me outlining what you want, 

and we will do our best to come to a compromise that 

works for both of us.” 
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The combination of assertiveness, body language, pos-

itive energy, and sensitivity to others will give you a finesse 

that few Big Talkers possess. It may sound complicated, 

but it just takes some thought and practice. You’ll find 

that your efforts are well worth it, giving you the edge in 

all situations—business and personal. 



I 

C H A P T E R  1 0    

K E E P  A  S E C R E T  

Recognize how to maintain confidentiality while 

achieving your goals using specific conversational 

techniques. 

n today’s marketplace, a company’s most valuable asset 

is no longer the product it creates or the equipment 

it uses to create it. Even a company’s top employees are 

secondary to its crown jewels—information. Knowing 

what to say (and what not to say), and when to say it are 

what conversational clout is all about. In many respects, 

it’s the most important Big Talk skill you can develop. So 

we compiled these tips with the help of my sister, Naomi 

Fine, an attorney and president of Pro-Tec Data, which is 

a globally recognized leader in the field of confidential 

information protection. 
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What kind of information is valuable to companies? 

Any information that might provide them with a com-

petitive advantage, which means almost everything— 

marketing information, product information, recruiting 

information, and information about the contractors who 

work for the organization, as well as how much they’re 

paid. Of course, a company’s finances are highly sensitive 

and must never be released too early. There are laws gov-

erning the protection of this data to prevent insider trad-

ing. If you could see what was to be published in an 

annual report, for example, you would be prevented from 

trading stock until after the report was published. This is 

one example where regulations determine what you can 

and cannot legally share. But you must also comply with 

your company’s policies in order to remain ethical and 

avoid committing criminal acts such as economic espi-

onage. 

SECRETS AND CONSEQUENCES 

Remember MCI’s “Friends and Family” program? It in-

troduced the concept of viral marketing, which offers 

incentives to customers who bring new customers to 

the company. As you can see, this entire innovative 
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concept can be conveyed in one sentence. The secret 

could have been blown in a matter of seconds. If one of 

MCI’s employees had let this strategy slip to AT&T or 

Sprint prior to its launch, it would have been a devas-

tating loss for MCI. 

SECRETS HERE AND SECRETS THERE 

It can be easy to forget that all sorts of business interactions 

require a certain amount of confidentiality. We all naturally 

want to make a good impression, convey positive energy, 

and be as open and friendly as possible. But if you don’t 

stop to think about the information you disclose, you could 

find yourself in a tenuous, or even dire, position. 

Job interviews. In a job interview, you want the job, so 

you’re eager to tell as much as you can about your work and 

accomplishments. But if you tell too much, you risk dis-

closing information that could damage your current or pre-

vious employers. If the interviewer realizes you have just 

leaked something important, it won’t help you get the job. 

In fact, it will be a red flag that you cannot be trusted. 

The best way to handle sensitive information in a job 

interview is to tell as much as you can without revealing 
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anything that would compromise an employer, customer, 

supplier, or other company. For example, you could say, 

“At XYZ Corporation, I was an integral part of a team 

that developed a new software concept that will be very 

innovative in the marketplace. It’s confidential, so I’m 

not at liberty to give you the details. But it was a very ex-

citing project, and you will hear all about it in the press 

very soon.” The important thing to remember is to think 

carefully about all information you might disclose in a 

job interview. 

Résumé. Before you even get to the job interview, your 

résumé has already described your positions with current 

and former companies. While general information is 

harmless to reveal, specific achievements, such as the dis-

covery of a potential cure for cancer, may be highly confi-

dential to your employer. Be mindful as you prepare your 

résumé that you don’t disclose any information that needs 

to remain secret. If you’re uncertain about the confiden-

tiality of an item, err on the side of caution and leave it 

out, or mention it in very vague terms. 

Networking. Meeting people at industry gatherings is 

one of the most enjoyable and advantageous things you 

can do both personally and professionally. This is where 
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some of your best Big Talk will take place, as you make 

connections that can bring you all sorts of opportunities. 

You certainly want to be able to share valuable informa-

tion and receive valuable information in return, but you 

have to think about the consequences of what you offer. 

Let’s say you’re attending a software development con-

ference. Someone from another company asks what version 

of UNIX your company uses, and you discuss the various 

vendors you have investigated, disclosing that you dis-

covered that a particular vendor is the least expensive and 

most efficient. Your company invested time and money in 

this research, and you have just saved the other company 

the trouble of doing the same. Perhaps the other company 

isn’t a direct competitor, but the information could be 

passed to your company’s competitors. 

Corporations often employ people as “competitive in-

telligence professionals” who essentially work as corporate 

spies. Their job is to gather small pieces of information 

about competitive companies. They don’t steal informa-

tion, but they search the Internet, look at executive pro-

files, talk to customers, and network with people like you 

at industry gatherings. They put all of this information 

together to create a revealing mosaic of what your com-

pany is doing. Such an intelligence professional may also 

work for a company that wants to do business with yours. 
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This person might ask you if anyone from your company is 

going to a particular consumer products conference. You 

don’t think the information is sensitive, so you say, “I 

think the vice president of sales is going.” A salesperson 

can then use this information as an entrée to gain access to 

the vice president. Seemingly innocuous information can 

easily become more complicated than you might think. 

You could also find yourself being told something con-

fidential about a competitor. Even though it may be ad-

vantageous for you to have this information, it could also 

be unethical for you to use it. If someone discloses infor-

mation to you that should have been kept secret, you 

know this is someone who cannot be trusted. If you’re 

working with a particular vendor, for example, who freely 

gives you information about a competitor, you might 

want to change vendors. After all, what are they telling 

your competitors about your company? 

Negotiation. Information is a currency of exchange. It 

has value. When you’re negotiating, you should be aware 

that whether you’re negotiating for price or terms, how 

much you reveal should be in direct proportion to how 

much the other party reveals. In order to get the other 

side interested, you have to reveal something. But if you 

reveal too much, you tip the scale in their direction. For 
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example, if you reveal too much about your software, you 

will lose something of value if the deal falls through. 

This is true even if you have signed a nondisclosure 

agreement or confidentiality contract, which stipulates 

that both sides will keep the information secret. You may 

not be able to copyright or trademark your idea, so such 

contracts only protect you to a degree. If someone decides 

to steal your idea, your only recourse is to file a lawsuit, 

which can be an expensive proposition for you. Unless 

you have done all you can to protect your information, 

and you’re able to enforce your contract, your idea has es-

sentially been given away, allowing someone else to create 

a similar product, marketing strategy, etc. 

Sales. Not only must you be careful about disclosing your 

own company’s confidential information, but you must 

guard the privacy of your customers. Let’s say you take an 

order from a customer and keep the company’s corporate 

credit card number on your laptop. If your laptop is lost 

or stolen, you may be legally liable for violating your cus-

tomer’s privacy rights. 

Customer or client information must be safeguarded. 

Service companies, such as large law firms, that handle 

more than one matter for the same client or matters for 

client competitors will sometimes set up internal firewalls. 
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These prevent the service providers (such as attorneys) 

who are working on one matter from learning anything 

about the other matter. Without the firewall, there would 

be a conflict of interest, and this could cause the firm to 

lose its client. 

Internal secrets. Even if your company is built on a cul-

ture of trust, you need to be careful about disclosing in-

formation to colleagues in your own organization. Clearly, 

gossiping about fellow employees or complaining about 

your job to colleagues is a bad idea. This information has 

a habit of getting back to the wrong people, so if you 

must gossip or complain about workplace matters, do so 

with your spouse or close friends who have no affiliation 

whatsoever with your place of employment. Obviously, 

highly sensitive information needs to be kept from your 

family as well. The more people who know, the more 

likely the information will get back to the wrong people. 

There may also be secrets that you need to keep from 

another department within your company. You may even 

be privy to information that your boss doesn’t know. If 

you’re uncertain of what needs to remain confidential, ask 

the appropriate person to tell you. He or she will appreci-

ate your desire to be responsible to your company’s valu-

able confidential data. 
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When it’s your job to tell others what information is 

confidential, create a reference tool that lets everyone in-

volved know exactly what is secret. You might also create 

degrees of confidentiality with a chart or color coding to 

indicate which departments or people can be brought into 

the loop and which must remain outside the loop. 

E-mail. Speaking of internal secrets, don’t fall prey to the 

false belief that e-mail is private. Whatever you write in an 

e-mail has the potential of being read by the wrong person 

or accidentally forwarded to someone else. This is espe-

cially true of internal e-mails, which your company’s e-mail 

administrator has the absolute right to review. Even if your 

company has no policy for monitoring your e-mails, the 

software can malfunction, or someone can hack into the 

system. Even the best Internet firewalls are not foolproof. 

Therefore, you should refrain from sending anything via 

e-mail that you don’t want everyone within your company 

to read, and you should avoid sending and receiving per-

sonal e-mails at your company’s e-mail address. 

TALK BIG AND KEEP SECRETS 

There may be times when you feel you’re walking a 

tightrope between being friendly and being secretive, but 
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it’s an element of Big Talk that you simply must address 

in order to protect your business and your reputation. If 

you’re not careful, the words you use can inadvertently 

disclose valuable information that can put your job and 

company in jeopardy. But what does it mean to be “care-

ful”? You certainly can’t have Big Talk unless you some-

times share information that is considered valuable. This 

may sometimes mean disclosing sensitive information 

about your employer, a customer, a vendor, or a business 

partner. So how do you walk this tightrope in a way that 

facilitates Big Talk without setting you up to do some-

thing unethical or illegal? 

First, it’s important to understand what information is 

confidential and to whom it’s confidential. If you learned 

the information through your company, you can find out 

from a manager or a review of company policies if it is con-

fidential. If you learned something from a customer, sup-

plier, or business partner, ask someone at the company in 

question if the information is confidential. Find out if a con-

fidentiality agreement has been signed by your company. 

After checking, you may discover that the information has 

been publicly released and is free to be shared with anyone. 

In this case, it may or may not be of value in Big Talk con-

versations, but you will have sufficiently covered your bases. 

When you want to reveal information, think about 
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who will benefit from the disclosure. If you learn that cer-

tain information is confidential, you should only share it 

with people who genuinely need to use it for the benefit 

of the owner of the information. A prospective employer 

may ask about a project you’re working on at your current 

company, for example, but this isn’t information that the 

prospective employer absolutely needs to know in order 

to assess your qualifications, especially if it will compro-

mise your current employer. On the other hand, if you’re 

negotiating with a customer who will only buy from your 

company if he or she knows about certain new features to 

be added to a product, revealing the information may be 

in the best interest of your company. 

Once you have determined that the information you 

want to share is indeed confidential, and the person you’re 

speaking with needs the information, ask yourself one 

more question: How can I protect this information? While 

nondisclosure agreements may be limited in their effec-

tiveness, they are still one of the most important tools to 

protect the information you share during Big Talk. These 

agreements are a written promise from the other parties 

that they will not disclose the information you share with 

them unless you authorize it. 

Within your company, a verbal agreement may be suf-

ficient. For example, when you speak with a colleague 
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from a different department who needs information 

about a project, you might begin your discussion with 

a reminder about confidentiality. You could say, “I’d be 

happy to talk to you about our research so that you can 

develop a marketing strategy, but I want to impress upon 

you the highly confidential nature of the information. It’s 

very important to the success of our company that we 

keep this information as a company secret.” 

When you do decide you need to disclose confidential 

information to someone, make sure no one else can over-

hear you. You never know where interested eavesdroppers 

may be lurking. In most cases, a good rule of thumb is to 

keep information to yourself unless someone else requires 

it and is obligated to protect it. 

Without discretion, all of your other Big Talk skills 

will be wasted as soon as the secret is spilled. Do your 

homework to make sure you know exactly what you can 

“talk big” about and what you need to keep private. 

TOO MUCH INFORMATION 

When you let coworkers know you are leaving early “to 

get my hair done” or “to pick up my son at school,” you 

may be revealing too much information. How much 
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should you communicate in the workplace and when? 

And how much personal information should you reveal? 

There is a very fine line. Coworkers may not want to 

know about your latest surgical procedure or your daugh-

ter’s soccer game. 

You also shouldn’t use the workplace for therapy. 

Personal information about relationship or money trou-

bles should be shared only in agreed upon relationships, 

at appropriate times—and settings. Preserving confi-

dentiality is an essential factor with coworkers, as gos-

sip and bad-mouthing destroy trust. 
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G E T  C LO S U R E  

Uncover satisfactory ways to end a conversation and 

leave a great final impression. 

Nothing ruins a great movie like a lousy ending. 

You might have enjoyed every moment, but if the 

conclusion leaves you cold or confused, you walk away 

disappointed. The same is true of Big Talk. A great first 

impression can be canceled out by a conversation that 

ends poorly. People may remember the energy they felt 

the moment you first met, but it is the last thing you say 

or do that they will remember most vividly. 

Everyone has experienced conversations that stop on a 

dime or end with a whimper. Have you ever told a story, 

only to have someone walk away abruptly without a proper 

good-bye? It leaves you wondering if you were boring. 
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Have you ever been stuck in a conversation with neither 

of you knowing how to move on? There are specific con-

versational techniques you can use to end a conversa-

tion on a high note and leave your companions wanting 

more. 

EXIT STRATEGIES 

The best way to handle the closing of a conversation is 

to be prepared. If you have any social anxieties, be ready 

with several appropriate phrases for use in high-stress 

situations. First and foremost, be friendly and sincere. 

Whether you need to end your talk for a specific reason or 

simply because you want to circulate around the room, 

look the person in the eye and shake hands, if appropriate. 

If you need to take your leave when someone has fin-

ished telling a story, be sure to have a legitimate excuse 

for walking away and try to show appreciation for the 

story. You could say, “I need to meet with a colleague. 

Your work in New Orleans is very impressive!” If you 

truly want to connect with this person again, be direct: 

“Thanks so much for your input. Could we have lunch 

sometime next week? I’d love to call you and set some-

thing up if your schedule allows.” Or “Can we exchange 

business cards? I would like to be in touch.” You can also 
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use the opportunity to end the conversation with a prom-

ise, such as: “I’ll e-mail you that article tomorrow, and I 

look forward to hearing your thoughts about it.” 

There are several techniques you can use in different 

situations to close a conversation and move on. Watch for 

cues from your companions that they are ready to move 

on. They may not know how to close the conversation, 

but if you see their eyes wandering around the room or 

a period of silence falls between you, simply say, “Well, it 

was very nice to meet you, and I hope we can chat again.” 

Another clue that your companion may be ready to move 

on is repeated answers such as “um hmm,” which indicate 

a lack of interest. Whatever you do, be careful not to be-

come one of those people who goes on and on despite 

these cues. If you genuinely want to continue the conver-

sation, ask if you can schedule a time to discuss the mat-

ter later. 

After you have spent time at a social event or a confer-

ence, try to revisit as many people as you can to say good-

bye and let them know how much you enjoyed meeting 

them. Refer to the person by name, and say something 

short and sweet: “Thank you again, Sam, for the informa-

tion about the software vendors. I’ll let you know how it 

turns out,” or “It was a pleasure to meet you, Sarah, and I 

look forward to seeing you at next month’s meeting.” 
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CONVERSATIONS THAT WON’T DIE 

We’ve all experienced it—the conversation with someone 

who just can’t or won’t get to the point. The best way to 

handle this situation is to try to clarify what the person 

needs from you. You might ask, “So, would you like me to 

help you by calling Mr. Adams?” or simply, “How can 

I help you fix this?” You can quickly end the conversation 

by saying, “I’ll look into this and get back to you as soon as 

possible,” or “I can put a brochure in the mail to you today 

that I believe will answer all of your questions.” If the party 

is angry, you can try summarizing the problem as a way of 

creating calm: “I understand you expected the report deliv-

ered this morning and that without it available your sched-

ule has been turned upside down. I will do my best to get 

it to you this afternoon.” Often, people just need to feel 

that they’ve been heard. If you’re not the right person to 

handle the problem, quickly refer the overzealous conversa-

tionalist to the correct individual: “I’ll be glad to put you 

in touch with our membership committee.” 

If you’re in a social situation, you can introduce the per-

son to someone else and ask the two of them to excuse you 

as you graciously take your leave. If an introduction isn’t 

possible, however, simply say, “I need to visit with some 

other attendees before lunch is served. I really enjoyed 
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meeting you.” Another possible comment is: “There are 

several people here tonight I haven’t seen in a long time, 

and I want to say hello. Would you excuse me?” If a person 

is very clingy or a chatterbox, you might be able to placate 

him or her by an invitation to join you as you are heading 

to the buffet table for a refill. The buffet table, bar, or ex-

hibit table is a good place to engage others and not be held 

hostage by one individual. 

Some people speak so fast that they barely take a 

breath. Don’t feel obligated to explain why you need to 

end the conversation, but look for a tactful moment to 

interrupt. You can interject a comment such as “Yes, I 

know exactly what you mean. Unfortunately, I need to go 

now. Maybe we can revisit this at a later date?” Be sure to 

leave the conversation in a courteous manner. This person 

could know someone important to you. The longer you 

allow your time to be infringed, however, the more frus-

trated you will become, running the risk of letting your 

aggravation show. Never forget that your time is just as 

valuable as anyone else’s. 

You may also find yourself in conversations with col-

leagues who offer you much more personal information 

than you ever wanted to know. Find an opportune moment 

to interject and say, “I’m really sorry to hear about that, and 

I don’t want to infringe on your privacy. I hope everything 
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works out for you.” If this happens repeatedly, stop ask-

ing, “How are you?” Simply say, “Hello, Tony. Good to see 

you.” Of course, you can also simply apologize for having to 

cut the conversation short and say you need to call an im-

portant client. Don’t allow yourself to be caught in a lie or 

hurt people’s feelings, however. If you say you need to call a 

client, go back to your office rather than the cafeteria. 

HAPPY ENDINGS 

Certain situations require that you end your conversation 

with a bang. You need to make a great last impression to 

match your great first impression. Here are some specific 

ideas to use in various circumstances. 

Job interviews. Don’t forget the importance of a memo-

rable ending to your job interview. You want to leave the 

interviewer with an excellent feeling about you. Use the 

moment to reiterate your enthusiasm and your most im-

portant points. Keep it short and sweet, but dynamic. You 

might say, “Thank you so much, Ms. Bennett. I’m very 

excited about the prospect of working for XYZ, and I be-

lieve I could bring some innovative ideas to the company. 

I enjoyed meeting you, and I look forward to hearing 

from you about the position.” 
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LEAVING A JOB INTERVIEW 

A lot of job seekers want to know: “What should I say, 

or ask, as I’m leaving a job interview?” The question to 

be asked that will help guide you the most is: “Can you 

please share with me how the rest of the selection pro-

cess will go?” This is what I call a “sitting-down ques-

tion,” not a “standing-in-the-hall” question. It may take 

a few moments for the decision maker you are talking 

with to be able to give you a good answer. 

The answer should include these elements: 

•  Approximately how far the company is in the process 

(Extremes are “You’re the first person we’ve talked 

to” and “We’ve met a dozen candidates already.”) 

•  Approximately how many more times you’ll be 

expected to come back for interviews 

•  Key people in the selection decision that you have 

yet to meet 

•  Approximate timing for the remainder of the pro-

cess 

If the response is “We’re very early in the process,” 
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that should be taken into account as you consider other 

opportunities. If the response is “We squeezed you in 

because we liked your credentials, although we’d al-

ready met seven candidates,” be sure to fire back the 

relevant question “And were you glad you did?” 

At the completion of an interview go ahead and ask, 

“How do you feel about my candidacy at this moment?” 

Doing so will actually prompt your interviewer to form an 

opinion and express it. This question from you doesn’t 

suggest that you’re anxious—instead it says that you 

are serious in your job search, that you’d like to know 

how the company views you (strong candidate, maybe, 

forget about it) so you can go about your life. 

Exhibit shows. You may find yourself in a situation 

where you are manning a booth at an industry expo or 

trade show. In this situation, you need to make contact 

with as many people as possible, which may require you 

to close some conversations quickly and skillfully. If 

someone strikes up a conversation during a slow time, 

you may have the luxury of holding a lengthy discussion. 

If there are lots of people visiting your booth, however, 

you will need to move on. You can simply say, “I’d love to 
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talk with you about this more, but I need to attend to the 

other visitors here. Can we set up an appointment to 

discuss this in detail?” If you don’t wish to set up an 

appointment, you can offer marketing materials and ask 

the person to call you with any questions. 

If there are no other visitors at your booth, but you wish 

to end the conversation, you might say, “Mr. Foster, it was 

great meeting you, and I look forward to discussing how 

we can work together. I don’t want to keep you because I 

know there are many other booths for you to visit. Thanks 

for stopping by, and enjoy the conference.” If this doesn’t 

work, you could try “Please take a look at our website, and 

get back to me with your thoughts,” or “Let me give you 

our free sample. Take it with you, share it with others, and 

let me know what you think.” 

Meetings. You will gain a reputation as a great leader if 

you close meetings well. You don’t need fanfare, but let-

ting a meeting fizzle out without a proper closing does 

nothing to keep people motivated. When a meeting comes 

to an end, first ask if the person taking the minutes has all 

the information he or she needs. Next, thank everyone for 

participating and make a positive statement about what 

was accomplished in the meeting. You might say, “This 
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was a very productive meeting. I want to thank everyone 

for your contribution. We have some exciting plans, and 

I look forward to working on these projects with all 

of you.” 

Presentations and speeches. The end of a presentation is 

almost as important as the beginning. There’s nothing 

wrong with summarizing your points, but if you say, “I 

will now summarize my main points for you,” your audi-

ence will immediately tune you out. They assume they’ve 

already heard it and no longer need to listen to you. You 

might use a visual aid, such as a picture or PowerPoint 

slide, to make your final point. Another technique is to 

choose a statement, quote, story, or question that illumi-

nates your central theme. It should be dramatic enough 

that it will stay with your audience long after you’ve left 

the podium. Make it something they’ll think about, per-

haps a call to action or a challenge of some kind. For exam-

ple, if you’re giving a motivational speech about getting 

more sales, you could end your presentation with “How 

will you challenge yourself to make more sales this month? 

How many more will you book—ten, twenty, thirty? If 

you try the techniques I’ve outlined today, I’ll bet you book 

at least ten more. Will you join me in taking that bet?” 
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IF  YOU DON’T ASK, YOU DON’T GET 

You simply cannot wait for your customers to tell you 

they’re ready to buy. If you do, you’ll probably be wait-

ing forever. When you want to close a sale, you need to 

ask for it. If the possibility of rejection gives you chills, 

there is no alternative but to get over it. Rejection is an 

inevitable part of life, especially in business, and even 

more so in sales. Think of most rejections as nothing 

more than a “not yet” answer. It may be that you simply 

haven’t established enough trust with your customer. 

Work toward creating goodwill and integrity in your re-

lationship, and you will move from the “not yet” answer 

to a definitive yes. 

How do you know when to ask for the sale? Every situ-

ation is different, so knowing when to ask for business is 

often a matter of intuition. If you use all of your Big Talk 

skills, observing your prospect’s body language, verbal 

cues, and energy cues, you will determine the right time. 

You won’t always receive an immediate yes, of course, but 

you will discover what information your prospect needs 

in order to get to that yes. 

The most obvious time to ask for the sale is after you 

have outlined the benefits of your product or service. This 

should be built in to your sales presentation, but make sure 
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that you have tailored these benefits to the needs of each 

customer. What problem does your product solve for this 

particular prospect? How is it better than the other prod-

ucts on the market, and how is it cost-effective for your cus-

tomer? If the customer appears to be convinced that your 

product is a viable solution, now is the time to ask for the 

sale. Anticipate potential objections and be ready to counter 

them. If your prospect does come up with a viable new ob-

jection, however, don’t lie about your product. If necessary, 

tell your prospect that you will check on it and get back to 

him or her as soon as possible. This kind of integrity will go 

a long way toward eventually getting you that sale. 

ASK AND YE SHALL RECEIVE 

Here are some ways to ask for the sale: 

“It looks like our product is exactly what you need to 

solve your software issues. I would really enjoy working 

with you to implement it in your organization. How 

about we get the paperwork going?” 

“Why don’t I get you started with this today?” 

“I can work out the details with you right now if it’s 

convenient. Shall we get started?” 
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“If I’ve answered all of your questions and concerns, 

can we move forward?” 

“I think it would be fun to work on this together. Do we 

have a deal?” 

When you ask for the sale, your prospect may not be 

quite ready to sign on the dotted line, but it may be time 

to ask for a commitment to move on to the next step. You 

could ask, “Can I speak with someone on your team next 

week about our product?” or “Would you like to explore 

this further?” Be careful not to ask questions that make 

you sound as though you’ve lost patience with your cus-

tomer. Don’t say, “What will it take to convince you our 

product is the best one on the market?” You can, how-

ever, ask the customer to outline his or her reservations: 

“Can you tell me what concerns you have about working 

with our company?” or ask one of my favorites: “What 

will it take to get your business?” 

Whenever possible, be like the Godfather and make 

your customers an offer they can’t refuse. You may not al-

ways be able to do this, but offering a trial or sample of 

your product or a money-back guarantee is a great way to 

gain trust. You can say, “Why don’t you use our product 
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for two weeks risk-free? I’m confident you’ll agree that 

it’s the best on the market.” 

Sometimes, a customer has a problem making decisions. 

You might hear a general question like “Why should we 

choose your company over your competitors?” You could 

try to answer with a litany of your company’s attributes, 

but you may have no way of knowing if your comments are 

valid to the customer. In fact, some of your company’s at-

tributes may not be advantageous for this customer at all. 

Turning the question back to the customer can help you to 

clarify the information he or she needs to say yes to the sale. 

For example, you could say, “I’d be happy to tell you why 

you should choose my company, but I haven’t even asked 

you about your needs yet. If you tell me the problems you 

have, I can tell you whether my company can solve them 

for you.” 

The most important thing to remember when it comes 

to asking for the sale is to keep asking. Don’t be relentless 

about it, but as you continue to develop trust with your 

prospect, periodically ask for business. And never be afraid 

to use humor. When I was struggling to get my speaking 

business going, I would often send an old sneaker or run-

ning shoe with a note enclosed asking, “I’ve got one foot in 

the door, what will it take to get in the other?” 

. . .  
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You have more chances to make mistakes in the middle of 

a conversation than you do at the beginning and at the 

end. Closing a sale, a meeting, a speech, or a conversation 

is a lot like the ending of a date. If the good-night kiss 

goes sour, you may never get another date with this per-

son. Great closings require finesse and skill, and that’s 

what Big Talk is all about. 
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S E E  YO U R  OW N  

R E F L E C T I O N  

Come to see yourself through other people’s eyes, 

thus enabling you to build stronger relationships 

with customers, business partners, coworkers and 

colleagues, managers, employees, and family mem-

bers. 

You have worked on projecting positive energy, 

you’ve perfected your body language skills, and 

you have practiced Big Talk in a variety of situations. Yet 

you may still find that you’re not always making the con-

nections you would like. Perhaps an important job or sale 

eluded you, or you may have found that a recent network-

ing attempt fell flat. So what more can you do to increase 

the odds of having fruitful Big Talk? 

You can further fine-tune your skills by seeing yourself 
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through the eyes of others. Finding out what others think 

can sometimes be as easy as asking for direct feedback. 

When that isn’t possible, observe body language and ver-

bal cues to get an idea of how you’re coming across. No 

matter your method of finding out how others see you, 

the more objectively you can evaluate your Big Talk abil-

ities, the better you will be able to improve your skills 

and build beneficial relationships. 

When you step outside of your ego and analyze your 

performance from the perspective of someone else, you can 

better see your weaknesses and work to step up your 

game. You might even picture yourself communicating 

with someone before an actual meeting takes place. Imag-

ine that you’re another person meeting you for the first 

time. Being as objective as possible, think what your im-

pressions would be. 

Pay attention to when you receive positive results and 

when something appears to be amiss. What Big Talk tech-

niques have you used in each of these instances? Begin to 

keep track of your communications, thinking back on 

what appeared to work and what appeared to fail. You 

might take notes after each encounter to see if there is a 

pattern that emerges. If so, you’ll have a good idea what 

you need to improve. For example, if more than one em-

ployee repeatedly misunderstands your instructions, you 
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probably need to work on becoming clearer. Don’t take 

every situation to heart, however. Sometimes, you simply 

will not “click” with someone, and it has nothing to do 

with your Big Talk skills. 

ARE YOU CLEAR AS CRYSTAL? 

If you notice squinting eyes or tilted heads when you 

speak, you may be having trouble getting your points 

across. If your communications are unclear, people will 

have difficulty giving you constructive feedback. Strive 

for better clarity in both your spoken and written Big 

Talk with these tips: 

•  Be as concise as possible. While it may feel natural 

to say more in an effort to be understood, less is 

more when it comes to clarity. The more you say, 

the more you may muddy the waters. Go over your 

information or instructions several times, reading 

them as if you’re someone learning these things for 

the first time. Continue to revise until you say no 

more or no less than necessary. 

•  Don’t pile several thoughts or instructions into one 

sentence. Keep each point in its own sentence. If 

your sentences are short, they will be clearer. 
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•  Visualize your instructions being completed in order 

to include all of the steps. Think about directions 

that you find with a toy or a piece of furniture that 

you must put together. They’re almost inevitably un-

clear, aren’t they? If the person writing the direc-

tions stopped to visualize someone putting the item 

together, he or she might have been less likely to 

leave out important steps. 

•  When you offer directions to someone, speak slowly, 

and watch for verbal cues that you were clear. Don’t 

be condescending and talk down to someone, but do 

clarify that you have been understood. If it makes 

sense to do so, ask the person to outline the main 

points in order to verify your instructions. 

•  Use words that are specific, not vague. Pronouns 

such as “he” or “she,” “they” and “them” can con-

fuse your listener. Avoid words that fail to pinpoint a 

certain time, such as “soon” and “sometime.” Instead 

of saying, “We’ll check with them about it soon,” 

say: “My team will check with the Human Resources 

Department on Friday about the interview schedule.” 



S E E  Y O U R  O W N  R E F L E C T I O N  | 1 7 5  

MANAGING THOSE PESKY EMOTIONS 

Seeing your own reflection has a great deal to do with self-

awareness. The more you understand your own uncon-

scious motives and reactions, the better you will be able to 

evaluate your performance and make necessary adjust-

ments. If you operate on emotional autopilot, you will find 

it much more difficult to maintain positive relationships 

professionally or personally. Integrity is practically impos-

sible if you know little about your underlying emotions. 

Everyone has emotional triggers, those hot buttons we 

discussed earlier that activate something painful from the 

past. These triggers can send you into a tailspin of irra-

tional behavior that is detrimental to your objectives. If a 

new experience feels remotely similar to something that 

caused you pain in the past, you may leap to an assump-

tion that the new experience is going to cause you the 

same pain. Your defense mechanisms will then be acti-

vated, which will affect your behavior unless you catch 

yourself before the behavior becomes destructive. When 

emotions become heightened, take the time to stop be-

fore you react. This will allow the adrenaline rush to sub-

side. If you wait before communicating, you will be able 

to dissipate the trigger. 
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The more you’re able to put yourself in someone else’s 

shoes, the more you will be able to see yourself through 

the eyes of others. Perceiving situations from another’s 

perspective will allow you to be empathetic to the feel-

ings of colleagues, employees, and customers. Empathy 

is the most powerful thing you can develop in order to 

maintain harmonious relationships. Even when you must 

fire someone, you can do so in a way that acknowledges 

the employee’s dignity and worth. 

Here are some questions that may help you to uncover 

hidden motivations and emotional triggers: 

• When someone criticizes you, how do you feel? Do 

you become angry with the person who is critical, 

or do you turn your anger inward? Do you plummet 

into self-defeating thoughts about your worth as a 

person? 

• Do you frequently pass judgment on your cowork-

ers? Judgments are usually a result of fear and a re-

flection of self-judgments. If you see someone with a 

weakness that you fear you possess, it may activate a 

fear response. You will maintain better relationships 

with colleagues if you understand they’re doing their 

best. If you’re in a position to evaluate employees, 



S E E  Y O U R  O W N  R E F L E C T I O N  | 1 7 7  

try to put your own judgments aside and offer criti-

cism gently and constructively. Try to help your em-

ployees to improve. Again, empathy will help you 

reduce the habit of judging others. 

• Do you judge the people you dislike more harshly 

than you judge your friends? Pay attention to de-

termine if you dismiss behaviors in your friends 

that you criticize in others. Work hard to avoid 

hypocrisy, maintaining the same criteria for every-

one. If you’re known for your fairness, you will cul-

tivate trust from superiors, colleagues, employees, 

and clients. 

• When you make a mistake, do you find yourself 

wanting to deflect blame? The best way to deal 

with a mistake is to accept it, apologize, and try to 

rectify it. No one likes to deal with a mistake, but 

integrity requires that you take the high road and 

take responsibility for your actions. In the long 

run, this will be much more beneficial to you, as 

you will establish yourself as a trustworthy and 

honest person. 

• Do you spend a lot of time complaining about your 

employer, your job, your coworkers, or your company’s 
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situation? Frequent complaints create negative energy 

for yourself as well as others. Everyone avoids negative 

people. Even your friends who tend to be negative will 

step away from you when they aren’t in the mood to 

commiserate. People who complain and judge are 

rarely trusted, as everyone will wonder what you’re 

saying behind their backs. 

• Do you ever notice that you dislike someone right 

away? If you stop to evaluate why, you may discover 

that it is due to an emotional trigger rather than 

something the person said or did. Others may judge 

you harshly for the same reasons, and while it’s hu-

man to do so, it’s also unfair. Perhaps someone re-

minds you of a person you dislike, or he or she uses a 

phrase that holds unpleasant memories for you. Stop 

to evaluate why you dislike someone, and make an 

effort to give people a chance rather than pass quick 

judgments. 

• Your judgments are often the result of beliefs that 

you may have carried throughout your life. Others 

will also carry beliefs that may cause them to judge 

you without giving you a chance. For example, if 

you’re in sales, you might run across a customer who 

simply doesn’t trust any salespeople. The customer 
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automatically assumes you’re lying simply because 

you’re a salesperson. While the customer may have 

had a bad experience with someone else, this belief 

certainly won’t be true of all salespeople. You may 

also carry false beliefs about yourself. For example, if 

an art teacher harshly criticized your efforts, you may 

falsely believe you have no creative talent. Do you 

carry any of these beliefs that get in the way of your 

judgment? To gain a true perspective, ask trusted 

friends to give you a reality check about your beliefs. 

Corporate executives cannot be trusted.  

I’m not as important as my supervisor.  

If I’m not in control, nothing will go right.  

I’m never valued in my job.  

If I don’t do what everyone wants, I’ll lose my job.  

If I ask for anything, I will be disliked.  

My opinion isn’t valid.  

Wealthy people are selfish and superficial.  

Corporations don’t care about their employees.  

Employees will try to get away with doing as   

little work as possible. 

Once you have become aware of some of your bad 

habits, how can you become less of a slave to your 
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emotional triggers and begin to create new habits? Posi-

tive self-talk. Research has shown that you can dissipate 

negativity by talking yourself out of it. When you catch 

yourself judging someone or complaining, stop. If you 

make a commitment to pay attention to your behavior, 

you will begin to catch yourself. If the emotional trigger 

is very strong and seductive, you may need to sit quietly 

and talk to yourself about choosing a new and more pro-

ductive path. If a criticism sends you into a tirade against 

yourself, remind yourself of your accomplishments and 

the things you have done for others. Recall compli-

ments and accolades that you have received which will 

counteract your self-criticism. Remember that one criti-

cism doesn’t negate everything else you have achieved in 

your life. 

ASKING FOR FEEDBACK 

Soliciting feedback from superiors, employees, customers, 

and even colleagues is the easiest and most direct way to 

find out how you’re perceived. But timing plays a role in 

asking for opinions. For example, if you have just 

launched a new product, website, or marketing campaign, 

you need to give it some time before you ask for feedback. 

People need to have a chance to form an opinion before 
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you ask for it. Otherwise, you will get useless feedback, as 

people will answer your questions without enough infor-

mation. 

Ask for feedback in positive terms. Never say: “I fear 

my report isn’t as good as it could have been. Can you tell 

me what’s wrong with it?” You will have planted a seed 

in the other person’s mind that your report is poor, even if 

it isn’t. Instead, say: “I would really appreciate your feed-

back on my report. I’m eager to hear both strong and 

weak points so that I can work to improve my perfor-

mance.” This statement allows the recipient the possibil-

ity of saying, “I found no weak points at all. I think your 

report is stellar.” 

When receiving feedback, remain quiet and listen 

carefully until the other person is finished. Then, you can 

ask questions to clarify certain points. Be careful to avoid 

defending your position, even if you feel the criticism is 

unfounded. If you become defensive, you will gain a rep-

utation as someone who can’t handle feedback. Thank 

people for their feedback, and if you can use it, let them 

know how you will use it. 

When are some of the best times to ask for feedback? 

• After a job interview where you did not get hired. Some 

interviewers will refuse to answer your questions, 
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but if you make it clear that you understand you 

weren’t chosen and simply want to improve your in-

terviewing skills, many interviewers will be im-

pressed by your desire to grow. 

• After a speech or presentation. Use detailed forms to ask 

your audience for feedback. If few people seem to be 

willing to complete the forms, offer some incentive, 

such as a free CD, book, or report, in exchange for 

the feedback. No matter how experienced you be-

come as a speaker, there is always room for improve-

ment. 

• When you’re considering a project and want to deter-

mine if there is sufficient interest within your orga-

nization. 

• After you have completed a project. If your supervisor 

fails to be forthcoming with praise after you have 

completed a report or project, don’t hesitate to ask 

how you did. Be ready to receive constructive criti-

cism, but take this information with the enthusiasm 

of someone who genuinely wants to learn. If you 

worked with a team on a project, ask each member 

to give you feedback on your performance. You can 
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ask specific questions if you want to ensure that the 

feedback is constructive. 

• During your annual or semiannual review. Study past 

reviews, and have an open discussion with your man-

ager about your strengths and weaknesses. Ask for 

assistance in maximizing your performance. Your su-

periors will be impressed with your eagerness to 

develop your skills and talents. Sometimes, your re-

views are simply delivered to you in writing. If this 

is the case, schedule a meeting with your supervisor 

to discuss the feedback in detail. Taking the initia-

tive in this way will not only offer you valuable in-

formation, but your interest will set you apart from 

your coworkers. 

GETTING TO KNOW YOUR CUSTOMERS 

Customer feedback is absolutely essential in order to 

maintain the customers you have, learn how to gain new 

ones, and increase your bottom line. Create surveys on-

line or in some other form to find out what your cus-

tomers are thinking about your products and services. 
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This will help you to determine where you need to make 

adjustments. 

Surveys are time-consuming for your customers, so 

offer them some sort of incentive for completing the 

survey, such as a discount or free item. 

What sorts of questions should you ask your cus-

tomers? Here are some examples: 

XYZ Company responds right away to my needs and 

concerns. 

Strongly agree 

Somewhat agree 

Don’t know 

Somewhat disagree 

Strongly disagree 

I purchase XYZ Company’s products for the reasons 

below: 

Value for the price 

Quality 

Customer service 

Product features 
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How satisfied are you with the service provided by 

XYZ Company? 

Very satisfied  

Somewhat satisfied  

Don’t know  

Somewhat dissatisfied  

Very dissatisfied  

What is your overall impression of XYZ Company? 

Very positive  

Somewhat positive  

Don’t know  

Somewhat negative  

Very negative  

What information would you like to receive from XYZ 

Company? 

—— New products and services  

—— Specials and discounts  

—— Trends in the industry  

—— Tips for best utilizing our products  

—— Efficiency tips for running your business  

—— Industry statistics  

—— Competitor news  



1 8 6  | T H E  F I N E  A R T  O  F  T H E  B I G  T A  L K  

If you could change anything about XYZ Company’s 

products, what would it be? 

What changes to XYZ Company’s service would 

make you more satisfied? 

THE OTHER SIDE OF THE 

FEEDBACK FENCE 

When you’re the one offering feedback, you have the op-

portunity to flex your empathy muscles. Catherine the 

Great once said, “Praise loudly; blame softly.” The more 

positive feedback you are able to give initially, the 

smoother negative comments will go down. Focus on 

strategies for improvement rather than criticism. Do 

everything you can to avoid eliciting defensiveness. If the 

person receiving your comments does begin to defend, de-

fuse the situation as quickly as possible by offering encour-

agement. You might say, “Please don’t feel the need to 

defend yourself. Everyone has areas where they can improve 

their performance, and these are simply places where you 
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can become even better at what you do. We simply want 

you to reach your full potential for your own fulfillment as 

well as your success here at XYZ Corporation.” 

Unless you must offer unsolicited feedback, wait until 

someone asks for your opinion. Giving your opinion to a 

colleague or even an employee when it isn’t necessary will 

breed bad will. If someone makes a mistake that must 

be addressed, offer feedback immediately. Be specific and 

positive in your feedback. Don’t say: “Your report was 

prepared in the wrong way.” Instead, say: “The opening 

of your report was excellent, and I have some ideas how 

you can make future reports even better. Let’s set up a 

time to bounce some ideas off each other.” Don’t make 

someone feel that he or she is “always” wrong. Don’t say: 

“You never remember to check with Paula regarding your 

weekly schedule.” Instead, say: “I’ve noticed that you’ve 

forgotten three times to check with Paula regarding your 

weekly schedule. Perhaps if you make a note to remind 

yourself each week, you will solve the problem.” 

Resist the urge to avert your eyes from your subject. 

Making eye contact will help the recipient of your feed-

back to feel more comfortable, and it will help you to 

convey warmth as you dole out your constructive criti-

cism. Practice mirroring body language when appropri-

ate, and shake hands at the end of the meeting in order to 
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show your goodwill. If your subject appears to be worried 

about the feedback, offer additional encouragement. You 

could say, “Don’t worry about your review, Bob. If you 

apply yourself, you’ll be able to improve by next time.” 

Seeing yourself through other people’s eyes is a skill that 

requires sensitivity. As you develop your ability to be em-

pathetic, coupled with reading the energy and body lan-

guage of others, you will begin to see the nuances and 

underlying motives in both yourself and your Big Talk 

partners. You will recognize emotional triggers that get 

in your way, and you will see some of these same triggers 

reflected in the behavior of your colleagues, employees, 

and clients. As a result, your understanding of human 

psychology will increase, and you will be able to handle 

all sorts of Big Talk situations on your feet with finesse, 

compassion, and the appropriate amount of assertiveness. 
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U P  T H E  A N T E  

Identify ways to go that extra mile in order to ask 

for—and get—a raise, a promotion, recognition, or 

referrals. 

A sking for a raise or a promotion is enough to make 

anyone work up a sweat. Receiving a no is bad 

enough, but you might worry that simply asking could 

jeopardize your job. It may feel like a precarious position, 

but you need to make sure you get your just rewards. If 

you sit back without receiving the recognition you de-

serve, you will begin to resent your employer and lose 

passion for your job. That is certainly no way to live. 

Worse yet, you may wait until your resentment causes 

you to ask for a raise in an angry frame of mind. And that 

is certainly no way to reach your objective. 
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So what can you do to increase the odds of getting the 

raise, promotion, or recognition you desire without 

risking the goodwill you have worked so hard to estab-

lish? You can cultivate certain Big Talk skills to help 

you negotiate with your boss and strengthen your po-

sition. 

First of all, don’t forget our discussion of timing in 

Chapter 7. Think about your supervisor’s schedule, as 

well as your company’s schedule, when deciding the 

best time to ask for a raise or promotion. If your annual 

review is in a few weeks, wait until just prior to the re-

view to give your boss the reasons why you should re-

ceive an increase. You don’t want your review to focus 

only on areas in which you need improvement. If you 

have just successfully completed a major project two 

months before your annual review, however, take the op-

portunity to ask right away. If you know your company 

is having financial difficulties, wait until things im-

prove. 

Promotions and recognition may have fewer timing is-

sues, but be sensitive to your supervisor’s position. Don’t 

ask for a meeting during the busiest time of the day, 

week, or month. Think as carefully about when you ask as 

about how you ask. 
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NO SUCH THING AS EASY MONEY 

When you want to ask for a raise, begin to think about 

your role within the company from the perspective of your 

superiors. Your value to them is based on how much you 

have improved the company’s bottom line. In short, what 

have you done for them lately? You may feel entitled to 

more money based solely on the fact that you’ve done 

your job well, but your employer is unlikely to see it that 

way. You have to go that extra mile in order to stand out 

and earn your salary increase. It may seem unfair, but in 

the majority of cases, this is the reality of today’s business 

world. If you want to make Big Talk, you need to have 

something big to talk about. 

Finding a way to shine and increase your value is the 

best way to ensure that you receive your raise or promotion. 

If you develop a reputation as a team player who is always 

willing to help, you will almost certainly be among the 

first in line for accolades. This may require some time and 

planning, but it will be time profitably spent. Don’t think 

of it as giving your employer something for nothing. 

Think of it as an investment in your future. Don’t take on 

responsibility without letting your supervisor know you’re 

doing it, however. You may need approval to begin or join 
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in a project. Plus, if your superiors aren’t aware of your ex-

tra efforts, your accomplishments might go unnoticed. 

So what can you do to become more valuable within 

your company? The first thing to do is simply request more 

responsibility. Ask your immediate manager for a meeting. 

Here are some examples of ways you can approach the 

subject: 

“I would like to meet with you to discuss my future 

development and what more I can do to contribute to 

the team. When would be a convenient time for us 

to talk?” 

“What can I do to make your job easier?” 

“Please give me assignments beyond my current level. 

I welcome the challenge and feel confident in my 

abilities.” 

During your meeting, tell your manager that you would 

like more opportunities to prove yourself. This will be 

a subtle alert that you’re not only interested in doing a 

good deed, but want to move up in the company, finan-

cially and otherwise. If you want to be more straightfor-

ward about your intentions, simply say: “I would like to 

move up in the company. What would you advise I do to 
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merit a raise or promotion?” or “I feel like I’m doing ex-

cellent work, but I understand that my salary is less than 

the market in our area. What can I do to earn an increase 

within the next year?” 

Ask if there are any projects that you could join, or if 

you could launch a new project of your own. If your man-

ager has difficulty thinking of anything for you to do, ask 

that you be considered as soon as something becomes 

available, but don’t rest on that request. If you do, you 

may be resting forever. Sometimes, you have to take the 

initiative and look for your own opportunities to show 

your worth. Talk to colleagues about their projects, and 

look for ways that you could become involved. Better yet, 

look for a beneficial project that no one has considered, 

and speak to your superiors about launching it on your 

own or with your own team. 

WAYS TO BECOME AN EXTRA-MILE RUNNER 

•  Prepare a report that shows how efficiency could be 

improved, which translates to time or money saved. 

Include a cover sheet with your name on it to make 

sure there is no question you are the one who has 

created the report. 
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•  Always give yourself extra time to complete work, 

promising to deliver it later than you expect to be 

able to finish it. This gives you the opportunity to 

turn it in early. Make it as attractive and 

professional as possible, and find a way to do more 

than you were asked to do. 

•  Look for new business, if appropriate, and network 

to find referrals for the company. 

•  Try to learn a skill that will be highly valued in the 

organization, something that few, if any, other 

employees can do. 

•  Learn personal things about clients in order to set 

you apart in their eyes. You might learn about their 

children, acknowledge a birthday, or find out about 

their vacations and favorite restaurants. Make 

reference to this personal information when you talk 

with clients, being careful not to become too 

intrusive or personal. When customers bring up 

your name to your boss, you place yourself at the 

front of the line for a promotion, raise, or bonus, 

perhaps without even asking for it. When customers 
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bring up your name to referral sources, you  

potentially gain more business.  

•  Be proactive, and come through in a crisis. If the 

company can depend on you, there will be no 

reason to turn you down for a raise or promotion. 

•  If you make a mistake, have the integrity to come 

clean about it. This will pay more dividends for you 

in the long run than trying to hide it or pass the 

blame to someone else. 

•  No matter how much you do for your company’s 

bottom line, if you complain or have difficulty 

getting along with people, you will undermine your 

efforts. Remember that your attitude is more 

important than your skills, because skills can be 

more easily taught than attitudes. 

•  Think of yourself as a freelancer or a vendor who 

must constantly prove him- or herself worthy to be 

hired again. Better yet, do your job as if you own 

the business, taking pride in all you do. 



1 9 6  | T H E  F I N E  A R T  O F  T H E  B I G  T A L K  

When you take on new responsibilities, try to find tasks 

that can be easily quantified in dollars and cents. Search 

for projects that will give you high rewards for your ef-

forts. In order for your new responsibilities to merit a 

raise, you need to be able to show that your work has im-

proved the company’s profits. If you’re asked to do a task 

that you feel will be less than advantageous for you, ask if 

you can have an even more challenging assignment. This 

will potentially allow you to dodge a no-win task without 

sounding as though you simply don’t want to do it. 

GATHER YOUR AMMUNITION 

When the time comes to request that raise, promotion, or 

bonus, ask for a meeting with your supervisor to discuss 

your role in the company. Say that you’d like your super-

visor’s advice, and strive to make the meeting as easy as 

possible for him or her. Don’t say, “I want more money” 

or “I need an increase because of additional expenses.” 

This is not a good reason for your company to give you a 

raise. Again, look at it from the point of view of your su-

periors. A raise is due only if you have done something to 

merit it. Talk about what you have given or what you can 

offer the company rather than what the company can offer 

you. Discuss the situation as if you are an objective ob-
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server rather than someone emotionally caught up in the 

outcome. 

Maintain a diary that keeps an account of what you 

have done each day or week for the company. This will 

help you to remain professional and confident in the 

meeting. Prepare spreadsheets, if possible, that show your 

efforts in concrete dollars and cents. You may also write 

down a few stories of your successes, as well as client and 

vendor testimonials. (Ask for these testimonials, as long 

as you don’t feel it will undermine your company’s rela-

tionship with the vendors or customers.) 

Sit down with your diary, and write a list of bullet 

points regarding all you have done for the company, and 

have it ready to present during your meeting. Only in-

clude accomplishments within the last couple of years, 

add testimonials, and be armed with your stories. When 

you present the list to your boss, say something like: “I 

really enjoy my position at XYZ Corporation, and I’m 

looking forward to learning more and contributing as 

much as I can. I’ve taken the liberty of preparing a list of 

my most recent accomplishments, and I believe these will 

show that a salary increase is in order. I would appreciate 

it if you would take some time to review the list and let 

me know if you agree.” Exude confidence that you will 

absolutely receive the raise, but stay friendly and warm so 
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as not to appear arrogant. And don’t expect an immediate 

answer. Your boss will have to take some time to review 

your list, and your increase may very well need to be dis-

cussed by a committee or approved by someone higher 

in the organization. 

LIST OF ACCOMPLISHMENTS 

When making your list, ask yourself these questions 

about your performance: 

• Have you reduced costs? 

• Have you increased sales or profits? 

• Have you brought in new customers or saved rela-

tionships with current customers? (This may actually 

merit a bonus.) 

• Have you improved efficiency? 

• Have you solved company problems? 

• Have you trained others? 

• Have you saved time that has, in turn, saved money? 

• What have you done since your last salary increase? 
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• What have you done or what do you do regularly that 

is beyond your job description? 

• Do you put in extra hours? 

• Have you received training or learned a new skill that 

adds value to your job? 

Do as much homework as you can to determine what 

kind of increase you can expect or request. What was the 

percentage of the last increases given in your organiza-

tion? Conduct research to find out the salaries of similar 

jobs in your part of the world. Check advertisements 

online, in newspapers, and in trade publications, but be 

careful not to expect New York City salaries in other 

parts of the world. This will never fly. If your salary is 

lower than others in your area, you can argue for an in-

crease based on the information you find. Take inflation 

rates into account as well, but remember that an increase 

for inflation is not an increase for performance. If every-

one receives a raise for inflation, you should receive an 

additional increase for your extra efforts on the job. 

Don’t forget to add the benefits and perks you receive 

from your employer, including tuition assistance, 401(k) 
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plan, outside training, etc. These are all at additional 

cost to the company. 

Never threaten to leave the company if you don’t re-

ceive a raise or promotion. This will undermine any ef-

forts to get what you want. If you do choose to resign in 

an effort to get a salary increase, don’t count on it. You 

may or may not receive an offer from your employer, and 

if you don’t have another job waiting in the wings, you’re 

out of luck. 

Remember that every company operates within a bud-

get, and raises are hardly a priority. This doesn’t mean 

that a company doesn’t value its employees, but no CEO 

wants employees to get the impression that obtaining a 

salary increase is easy. Some companies claim to maintain 

a freeze on salaries, but this may not actually be the case. 

If your raise is denied due to budget considerations, find 

out if you can obtain a commitment for an increase in a 

certain period of time. If you are asked to take on addi-

tional responsibilities, you can ask to be considered for a 

raise or bonus after a few months. Just make sure that any 

such agreements are in writing. 

If your employer is simply unwilling to allow you to 

take on more responsibility in order to move up within 

the company either in terms of position or salary, it may 

be time to look for a new employer. Only you can decide 
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if you want to stay in a situation that will keep you at the 

same level without hope of advancement. 

YOU MAY NEVER HAVE TO SELL AGAIN 

Whether you are an employee of a corporation or a busi-

ness owner, referrals are the key to increasing the bottom 

line. Working with you must be memorable and unusual 

in some way in order to get referrals. Think more in terms 

of service to your customers than selling products to 

them, and if you don’t know what your customers con-

sider great service, ask! Receiving customer feedback is 

the best way to improve your offerings. Build long-term 

relationships as you do friendships, and always follow 

through with what you say you will do. Again, it’s all 

about going that extra mile. If you are endlessly “refer-

able,” you may never have to make another cold call. 

As soon as a customer compliments you, it’s the perfect 

time to ask for a referral. You can say, “I’m so pleased that 

you’re happy with our service. Do you know anyone else 

who might benefit from what our company has to offer?” 

You can also receive referrals from other businesses, 

turning them into “referral partners.” CPAs regularly re-

fer their clients to attorneys, for example, and vice versa. 

Return the favor, of course, and actively try to do so as 
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quickly as possible after you receive your favor. Learn 

about your referral partners’ businesses so that you know 

how to find the right referrals for them. If necessary, ask 

for materials that explain their business. Seek out part-

ners who will be in a position to help you network with 

advantageous people and high-quality customers. 

Don’t keep tabs on what you’re receiving in return from 

your referral partners, however. Simply assume that your 

favors will come back to you, either directly from the per-

son who has received the favor or from someone else. 

Always thank your referral sources. Letting them know 

you appreciate their help will only get you more referrals 

and enhance your relationship with your current customer. 

You can even host dinners or events to show appreciation to 

your best customers, asking them to bring a friend. 

Asking for a raise, a promotion, or a referral can be a 

nerve-wracking proposition. As difficult as rejection can 

be, concerns about maintaining your relationship with 

your boss, your customer, or your company can prevent 

you from asking for what you deserve. If you seek ways to 

stand out from the crowd and make yourself indispensa-

ble, you will not only have more confidence when asking 

for what you want, but you will vastly increase your odds 

of receiving great rewards. 
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D E A L  W I T H  

S TAG E  F R I G H T  

Draw upon your Big Talk skills in order to over-

come your presentation fears. 

Mark Twain said, “There are two types of speakers. 

Those that are nervous and those that are liars.” 

If you suffer from stage fright, you’re in excellent com-

pany. Most famous speakers, broadcast journalists, actors, 

and musicians experience performance anxiety every time 

they find themselves in front of an audience. After all, a 

speech may be the biggest of Big Talk. 

The good news is that audiences can rarely see your 

nerves. They can’t tell that your heart is beating hard in 

your chest, and they can’t see the butterflies in your stom-

ach. What’s more, they want you to succeed because they 
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fear public performance as much as you do, and they ad-

mire you for stepping up to the podium. 

Our previous chapters about body language and posi-

tive energy can help you a great deal when dealing with 

stage fright. Armed with these Big Talk skills, you will 

automatically feel more at ease because you will know 

specific ways to present yourself as confident and upbeat. 

There are additional skills you can cultivate as well to 

combat the fears that can make even the best of speakers 

quake. As a professional speaker who has delivered close 

to a thousand programs, I have learned a lot about over-

coming stage fright. I remember the first time I spoke 

in front of a group. There I stood in front of a hundred 

other potential instructors who wished to teach at Col-

orado Free University, a lifelong learning institute in 

Denver. Each of us had to stand up and introduce our-

selves and our proposed topic to the group. This was in 

1992 and I can capture the moment like it was yesterday. 

My heart beat so hard it seemed to overpower the words 

coming out of my mouth. My voice shook and I rushed 

through my words. As I took my seat, I knew I was a flop 

and had no chance of being selected. Fourteen years later 

I am an internationally recognized professional speaker 

with close to one thousand presentations under my belt. 

But it took me years to overcome the stage fright. And 



D E A L  W I T H  S T A G E  F R I G H T  | 2 0 5  

I still work on my craft as a professional speaker all the 

time. 

Fear of public speaking is simply your perception of 

a situation that is in the future. Giving a speech is not a 

life-threatening experience, but if you perceive that you 

might fail or be ridiculed, your mind will perceive it as a 

threatening experience. The more afraid you become, the 

more out of control you feel, and this only compounds 

your anxiety. If you’re able to change your perception of 

public speaking, you can eliminate the fear. It may be eas-

ier said than done, but it’s possible! If nothing else, you 

will learn to manage your fearful responses and reduce 

your anxiety to a minimum. 

The first thing to recognize is that stage fright is a nat-

ural survival mechanism which causes a release of adrena-

line and cortisol. These chemicals are stimulants that 

cause your heart rate to increase and your body tempera-

ture to rise. If you needed to run in response to a threat, 

your body would be ready to take off. Blood leaves your 

stomach, which is what sometimes causes “butterflies” or 

nausea. 

When you’re very excited about something, you expe-

rience many of the same physical responses, so what you 

experience as stage fright can easily be thought of as 

enthusiasm. Again, it’s all a matter of your perception. 
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Some speakers worry if adrenaline isn’t pumping, because 

they’re concerned they aren’t generating enough energy 

to keep the audience engaged. Think of your heightened 

body responses as the process of getting your engine run-

ning and ready to take the audience by storm. 

BE PREPARED! 

The single best way to prevent stage fright from getting 

the better of you is to be so prepared that you know 

your presentation backward and forward. Practice to 

such a degree that you could speak extemporaneously 

on your topic without flinching. You can memorize your 

speech, but never recite it word for word. Your speech 

should be conversational and not rigidly polished. You 

should know your subject so well that you can waver 

from your written words without falling off course. Do 

memorize your first couple of lines, however, so that 

you can recite them in order to give yourself a jump 

start. This will help you get past those first few mo-

ments of stage fright. 

Practice in front of the mirror, in front of friends, or 

on videotape, if necessary, to feel more at ease. Try 

to make your practice sessions fun so that you begin to 
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associate speaking with something enjoyable. If possi-

ble, join Toastmasters or obtain the services of a speech 

coach. Nothing will do more for your confidence than 

professional training. 

STAND UP TO YOUR FEARS 

There are numerous ways you can combat stage fright. 

Some of them help to relax your body, while others focus 

on the psychological issues that stand in your way. In 

other words, stage fright is truly “all in your head,” but it 

manifests itself physically. If you alter your body’s re-

sponses, you might be able to calm your mind, and if you 

change your mind’s perception, you might be able to au-

tomatically relax your body. Try several of these tech-

niques to determine which ones work best for you: 

Self-talk. One of the easiest ways to work yourself into a 

frenzy before a presentation is to “what if ” yourself to 

death. “What if I forget what I want to say?” “What if 

someone asks me a question that I can’t answer?” “What 

if they laugh at me?” Everyone has these fears, but you 

can counteract them by giving yourself positive “what 

ifs.” For example, “What if they’re impressed with my 
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knowledge?” “What if my boss commends me for a job 

well done?” “What if I actually enjoy imparting informa-

tion to my audience?” “What if I speak to the group as if 

they’re all old friends?” 

The worst-case scenario. If your mind is filled with all 

of the things that can go wrong, dissipate these fears by 

imagining the worst possible outcomes. Follow your neg-

ative “what ifs” to their conclusion. If everyone were to 

laugh at you, what would you do? Would you laugh with 

them and make a self-deprecating joke? If you stumble on 

your words, you could say, “Oops! Looks like I forgot to 

untie my tongue this morning!” If you imagine how you 

would handle the worst-case scenarios, you will probably 

relax with the knowledge that you could survive. And the 

best news is that all of your worst fears are highly un-

likely to ever happen. 

Eliminate unknowns. The more you know about your 

audience, the organization, and the venue, the less afraid 

you will be. Whom will you be speaking to? What do 

they want to learn from you? Is the room large or small? 

Will you be on a stage? Will there be a podium? Will you 

be using a microphone? Make sure you know the answers 

to all of these questions. Visit the venue ahead of time if 
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at all possible, and double-check with the organization 

to ensure that they truly understand your topic. If you’re 

speaking about marketing techniques, your presentation 

will be different if your audience is a group of advertising 

executives, as opposed to a group of home-based business 

owners. 

Visualize. Spend a great deal of time picturing yourself 

giving the perfect presentation. Visualize yourself pro-

jecting confidence and warmth, answering questions 

intelligently, and interacting with the audience. Picture 

the audience responding to you favorably. The more you 

imagine a successful outcome, the more relaxed you will 

become. In fact, when you finally give your presentation 

for real, it will feel as though you have already done it. 

Make it about your audience. When you’re nervous, 

one of the best ways to calm yourself is to put your focus 

elsewhere. Direct your attention outward and away from 

yourself. Concentrate on what your audience needs from 

you, and strive to give it to them. 

Create a happy atmosphere. When fear has you by the 

throat, think happy thoughts. This may sound Pollyan-

naish, but it works. Keep a list of the best moments 
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of your life. Include your successes in business, as well as 

happy personal moments. Review this list whenever stage 

fright takes hold. You can also call a friend for a pep talk, 

listen to music that calms you, or watch a favorite com-

edy film or stand-up routine. Laughter will relax both 

your mind and body. You may have hobbies that will 

calm you prior to giving a presentation, such as garden-

ing, building model airplanes, painting, or singing. 

Stay in the moment. Don’t let distractions get the bet-

ter of you. If you make a mistake, gloss right past it or 

make a joke about it. Then, move on. If you dwell on mis-

takes, you will feel nervous for the remainder of your 

speech. Keep in mind, the audience is not familiar with 

your speech. They do not know if you have missed a line, 

or forgotten to include a piece of information. Prepared 

speakers know that although we know what mistakes we 

make, our audience is clueless. If you see people in the 

audience whispering or yawning, don’t become rattled. 

Never assume you can read the reactions of the audience. 

You will often find that the people who looked the most 

receptive to your talk are the ones who leave immediately, 

while the ones who looked as if they didn’t like you at all 

make a special point of telling you afterward how much 

they enjoyed you. 
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Make contact before your speech. Arrive early if at all 

possible and chat with audience members. If you make 

friendly contact with just a few people, you will feel much 

more at ease, and you will make a great first impression. 

The inside information or personal asides you gain can be 

worked into your presentation and will win the hearts of 

your audience. Smile at everyone, even if you don’t feel 

like smiling. Eventually, your smile will become natural 

as others smile back at you, and your stage fright will be-

gin to dissolve. 

TAKE CARE OF YOUR BODY 

Even if you manage the anxiety of your mind, you may 

find your body still has the requisite muscle tension, dry 

mouth, and/or butterflies. You might be tempted to take 

a chemical of some kind to calm your nerves, but sub-

stances such as alcohol, Valium, or beta-blockers will only 

take you off your game. They may help you to feel less 

afraid, but they will impair your ability to give a good 

presentation. Here are some ways to help your body to 

relax naturally: 

Release muscle tension. Stretch your legs, and bend 

forward to stretch your back. Swing and shake your arms. 
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Roll your shoulders and your neck. Lift your shoulders 

and then drop them. Clench your fists and release. All of 

these actions will help your muscles to relax. If your face 

feels tense, open your mouth wide, raise your eyebrows, 

squint, and clench your jaw to dissolve the tension in 

your facial muscles. 

Breathe deeply. If your breathing becomes shallow 

when you’re nervous, you need to breathe from your di-

aphragm. You can learn how to do this by lying down and 

placing your hand on your abdomen. Feel your stomach 

rise on the inhale and lower on the exhale. Concentrate on 

this action until you can duplicate it while you’re stand-

ing. When the fear takes hold, begin to slow your breath-

ing and move it into your diaphragm. This is the fastest 

way to calm yourself in any high-stress situation. The 

same process is used during meditation, and if you prac-

tice it, you will learn how to calm down quickly. It’s a 

skill that you can utilize in numerous circumstances. As 

you breathe more deeply, you take in more oxygen and 

carbon dioxide, which signals your body that everything 

is okay. You can even try visualizing that your breath is 

moving into tense areas of your body. For example, if your 

knees are shaky, imagine breathing space into your knees 
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until they relax. Try the same exercise with your neck and 

shoulders. 

Look good. The day of your speech, wear something that 

makes you feel good. Take special care with your groom-

ing. The better you look, the better you will feel. 

Exercise. You may find that exercising shortly before a 

presentation helps you to calm your nerves. Exercise also 

releases endorphins in your body, which help you to feel 

more positive. 

Eat well. Eating a balanced diet and taking vitamins 

will make it easier for you to stay calm. When you’re 

healthy, you simply feel more relaxed. Vitamins B and 

C, calcium, and magnesium help to reduce stress, while 

some processed foods actually contribute to feelings of 

stress. Prior to your speech, be very careful about what 

you eat, and don’t eat a large meal. Sugars may give you 

a quick pick-me-up, but they may also cause you to 

crash long before your speech is finished. Caffeine may 

keep you awake, but it could also intensify stage fright. 

Avoid foods that create phlegm, such as dairy products. 

Pay attention to how your digestive system responds to 
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certain foods, and eat only those that will help to settle 

your stomach. Otherwise, you could increase those but-

terflies. The last thing you want is to experience indi-

gestion or stomach growling during your presentation. 

Many times I am included in a meal before I deliver 

a presentation. I prefer not to eat immediately before 

speaking for two reasons. First, as suggested previously 

it can play havoc with my energy level, and second, I do 

not want to cause a possible stain on my clothing or a 

piece of food in my teeth that I am unaware of. Both 

will completely distract me from delivering the best 

program possible. I learned long ago to pretend to eat 

the meal placed before me. I cut up the food on my 

plate, move it around a bit, and do it again. I used to 

turn down the meal to prevent waste, but unfortunately 

people would fuss over me, assuming I was on a re-

stricted diet or needed a special menu. In addition, 

when I did not have a meal in front of me, it seemed like 

I was on stage and all eyes were on me. And I had not 

yet been invited to the platform! 
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DURING YOUR SPEECH 

If you’re one of those people who feel calm until the mo-

ment you step up to the podium, here are some tips to 

help you calm your nerves in the middle of your presen-

tation: 

•  If your hands tend to shake, rest your notes on a 

podium. If there is no podium, use index cards, 

which will shake less noticeably than paper. 

•  Look for the friendliest faces in the audience, and 

make eye contact with them. 

•  If you try the old standby and imagine the audience 

in their underwear, you may end up feeling more un-

comfortable in the long run. Instead, pretend that 

the audience is filled with people who love and ad-

mire you. 

•  Keep water nearby in case you get a case of dry 

mouth. 

•  Create notes that have your most important points 

in big, bold letters. This way, you need only glance 

at your index cards for cues. 
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No matter how frightened you may become about giv-

ing a speech or presentation, you can learn to manage 

your anxiety and actually enjoy the process. If you utilize 

all of the Big Talk skills you have learned in this book, 

from knowing your audience, to timing, to the creative 

use of silence, you will be armed with ways to combat 

your fears and project yourself as someone that your audi-

ence will both like and admire. 



I 

C H A P T E R  1 5    

M A S T E R  T E C H  TA L K  

Learn how to leave clear answering machine mes-

sages, send e-mail messages and instant messages 

that won’t be misinterpreted, and take advantage of 

online networking tools. 

n this age of fast electronic communications, it is 

much too easy to become casual and careless with 

messages, because they can be sent in a flash. But don’t be 

fooled: business messages that are sent via telephone or 

the Internet are indeed Big Talk. In fact, your Big Talk 

skills are needed to an even greater degree in Internet 

communications because without the benefit of voice in-

flection and facial expressions, misunderstandings are a 

frequent occurrence. And these miscommunications can 

lead to lost sales, annoyed clients, and terrible conflicts. 
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Think of every type of business communication as 

an opportunity to build a relationship. Every time you 

communicate with someone, whether in person, via tele-

phone, e-mail, or online chat, you are representing your-

self, your company, your product, and/or your services. 

There is no advantage to carelessness in any of your ex-

changes. 

AUTOMATION OR AUTOMATON? 

Everyone has had the experience of calling a customer 

service department, only to find that it’s nearly impos-

sible to connect with a human being. You’re asked to 

press numbers for information, but none of the options 

offered relate to your question. If you want to set your 

company apart from others in your industry, make sure 

your customers can get help when they need it—fast 

and efficiently. This means not only hiring telephone or 

online personnel, but giving them sufficient training to 

truly solve your customers’ problems. In fact, your cus-

tomer service representatives should be trained to 

handle many issues, rather than specialize in just one 

or two. 
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While it may appear to be expensive to hire and train 

human customer service personnel, doing so will de-

velop extremely loyal customers. They will, in turn, tell 

others about the quality of your service. Statistics show 

that acquiring new business is about five times more 

expensive than keeping your current customers. Busi-

nesses with excellent customer service departments 

make more money in the long run because they main-

tain a solid customer base. 

E-MAIL ETIQUETTE 

Achieving clarity in an e-mail is more difficult than 

achieving it in letters written in longhand (assuming any-

one writes such letters anymore). Snail mail letters take 

time to write, and allow for the luxury of thinking about 

what is said. E-mails, on the other hand, are written so fast 

that you may hit the “send” button before even bothering 

to proofread your message. As a result, e-mails tend to be 

riddled with typos, mistakes, and poorly constructed sen-

tences that can easily be misunderstood. Below are some 

dos and don’ts to improve your e-mail etiquette. 
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DOS 

✓ DO proofread your e-mails. Typos look careless and 

unprofessional, and your meaning can be lost in the 

process. 

✓ DO use all you have learned about clarity from pre-

vious chapters when writing your e-mails. 

✓ DO respond to e-mails if there will be any question 

about whether you received the message. Confirm 

meetings and appointments, and keep people 

informed about when they can expect to receive 

information from you. 

✓ DO avoid sarcasm, and be careful with jokes, espe-

cially when they’re directed at someone in partic-

ular. These can fall flat in online communications 

without the benefit of your facial expressions and 

vocal inflection. You may inadvertently offend 

someone, and your apology may not be enough to 

fully repair your relationships with the people 

involved. 

✓ DO include an electronic signature to close your 

e-mail. This becomes your trademark and lets 

everyone know who has sent the message. Include 
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your title, the company name, and any important 

contact information. Keep your electronic signature 

short, however, without including too much infor-

mation, such as a long sales pitch or quotes from 

famous people. 

✓ DO pay attention to the subject line of your e-mails. 

If your e-mail is in response to someone else’s mes-

sage and remains on point, allow the original sub-

ject line to continue. If you change topics, however, 

change your subject line accordingly. This will allow 

your recipients to organize their e-mails. 

✓ DO keep your e-mails as short as possible. Consider 

that some people will read your messages on PDAs 

and cellular phones. If your e-mail is long, it may 

not be read at all. 

✓ DO create folders in your e-mail program to orga-

nize and keep track of important messages. 

DON’TS 

✓ DON’T leave out capital letters and punctuation, 

and don’t use abbreviations such as BTW (by the 

way) or LOL (laughing out loud). These practices 

are simply unprofessional. 



2 2 2  | T H E  F I N E  A R T  O F  T H E  B I G  T A L K  

✓ DON’T use emoticons like smileys in business 

e-mails. 

✓ DON’T use fancy colors or backgrounds in business 

e-mails. 

✓ DON’T refer to people in e-mails by their first 

names unless you know them well. 

✓ DON’T attach files to e-mails unless you know the 

files are welcome and free of viruses. 

✓ DON’T forward political or comic e-mails to people 

unless you know they want to receive them. 

✓ DON’T hit the “Reply All” button when responding 

to an e-mail unless you know everyone on the list 

and you’re absolutely certain they all want to receive 

your message. 

✓ DON’T say anything in an e-mail that you wouldn’t 

say in person. 

✓ DON’T say anything in an e-mail that you wouldn’t 

want someone in your company to read. Remember 

the “Keep a Secret” chapter? Internet communica-

tions are not confidential, despite firewalls and other 

security measures. 
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✓ DON’T copy anyone who doesn’t absolutely need to 

receive your e-mail. Everyone’s in-box is cluttered 

enough! 

✓ DON’T send bulk e-mails with everyone’s address in 

the “To” line. In essence, you will be giving every-

one’s e-mail address to everyone else, and this can set 

people up to receive spam. Type your own e-mail 

address in the “To” line, and put everyone else’s 

e-mail address under “BCC” (blind carbon copy). 

✓ DON’T copy someone else’s entire e-mail before 

adding your comments. Copy and paste only the 

pertinent portion of the e-mail, followed by your 

response. Make sure that your recipient can tell the 

original e-mail quote from your response. You can 

add quotation marks to the original quote or change 

the font of your response to set them apart from 

each other. 

✓ DON’T assume that someone will be able to answer 

your e-mail immediately. I recently received an 

e-mail from a colleague after twenty years of being 

out of touch. Less than twenty-four hours after she 

sent her original e-mail, she sent another one saying 

she was disappointed that I obviously didn’t care to 
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speak to her. I had simply planned to respond to her 

a few hours later, when I could sit down and write 

a comprehensive e-mail. Sometimes people are in 

meetings or conferences or traveling on long airplane 

trips. A relative may even be in the hospital, or your 

e-mail simply may not have reached its destination. 

Even if someone generally answers your e-mails 

quickly, don’t make assumptions when a response 

isn’t as fast as you expect. If substantial time passes 

without an answer, send another e-mail or place a 

call to make sure your message was received. 

✓ DON’T become upset by an e-mail until you clarify 

the writer’s intent. You may have misunderstood 

the message. 

BUILD VIRTUAL RAPPORT 

Without realizing it, we miss rapport-building opportu-

nities with colleagues and clients alike when we utilize 

e-mail. If you are instigating the communication, begin 

with a nicety, just as you would in a voice interaction. 

“Dear Jared, I hope you enjoyed your vacation,” or “Dear 
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Ms. Burton, It has been a while since we have connected, 

hope all is well with you,” or “How have you been, Sarah? 

I’m hoping you can help me locate a breakdown in the 

supply chain that . . .” When responding to e-mails, if the 

opportunity exists make a note in your reply about 

the e-mail to you: “Sounds like you have been working re-

ally hard,” or “Good to hear from you, too!” 

INTERNET NETWORKING 

Websites like linkedin.com and myspace.com are helping 

people connect with one another for both business and 

personal reasons. Bloggers maintain profiles on LinkedIn, 

and as you ask people to join your network on the site, 

you connect with everyone in each of their networks 

much like the branches of a tree. There is no end to the 

beneficial relationships that can result. 

Online discussion groups are another way to build your 

network of contacts. Be sure to follow each group’s guide-

lines, and treat your communications in discussion groups 

just as you would your e-mails and in-person comments. 

Maintain a professional and positive attitude at all times, 

never forgetting that your reputation is at stake. 
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Follow the tips for e-mail etiquette when participating 

in online groups, but below are some additional dos and 

don’ts for this type of specialized communication. 

DOS 

✓ DO be watchful of your first posting to an online 

group. In fact, you might wait a few weeks until 

you know the group well before you post anything 

of substance. 

✓ DO read discussion group FAQs (frequently asked 

questions) and archives to get a sense of the group 

atmosphere and the people who post often. 

✓ DO vigilantly edit your postings to prevent typos 

and misunderstandings. 

✓ DO keep all of your messages concise and relevant to 

the discussion. 

✓ DO mention your knowledge, products, or services 

when it’s appropriate, but don’t post a commercial 

about yourself or your company. 

✓ DO remain respectful of the ideas and opinions of 

others. 
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✓ DO build relationships with individual members of 

an online discussion group, taking the time to cul-

tivate these connections for your mutual benefit. 

✓ DO remember that any online discussion group has 

the potential of bringing you business, even if the 

topic is gardening or parenting. You never know 

the business contacts that can result from social 

connections. 

✓ DO ask participants of an online discussion group 

for assistance. People are usually more than willing 

to help. However, don’t ask for huge favors. For 

example, asking for advice on places to visit in a 

particular city is fine, but asking someone who has 

never met you to recommend you for a job is too 

much to ask. It would require that person to put his 

or her own reputation on the line. 

DON’TS 

✓ DON’T send a long personal introduction or biogra-

phy to an online discussion group when you join. 

Make your introduction short and sweet to keep 

from being seen as overbearing. 
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✓ DON’T type messages in ALL CAPS. This is 

the equivalent of shouting online, and should only 

be used to emphasize something extremely impor-

tant. 

✓ DON’T use fancy formatting such as boldface type, 

italics, or underlining. Some readers may have ser-

vices that won’t properly display this type of for-

matting. Keep your messages simple with plain 

text. 

✓ DON’T jump into heated discussions until you are 

an accepted member of the group. 

✓ DON’T be demanding or pushy. Establish your cred-

ibility gradually in online postings. 

✓ DON’T take it personally if someone “flames” you in 

a discussion group. Resist the temptation to post an 

angry message back. Resolve to be the better per-

son, and stay on higher ground, keeping your repu-

tation intact. 

✓ DON’T just ask for favors, offer them in return and 

give readily whenever possible. You will eventually 

receive your generosity in return. However, never 

put your reputation at stake for someone else. Just 
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as it’s too much for you to ask to be recommended 

for a job by a member of an online group, learn to 

gently say no to anyone who asks for something that 

will put you at risk. 

BE A STAR ON CONFERENCE CALLS 

It’s always better to meet customers and colleagues 

in person, but in today’s global marketplace, it isn’t al-

ways possible. The next best thing is a dialogue using 

technology such as Skype or a conference call, and 

these may be audio or video. Below are some tips to en-

sure you make the best possible impression when deal-

ing with conferences that are live, but not in person. 

•  Make sure you understand the technical aspects of 

the call. What happens if you press the “mute” but-

ton? If you press the “hold” button, will everyone 

hear music? If you put the call on speaker and rustle 

papers, will everyone be able to hear it? 

•  Ask everyone to identify him- or herself at the be-

ginning of the call and each time he or she speaks. 

It isn’t always easy to distinguish voices on the tele-

phone. 
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•  Prepare for a conference call the same way you 

would prepare for an in-person meeting, and 

manage the time of the call in the same way. 

•  Turn off your cellular phones, and don’t multitask 

while on a conference call. Be certain that dog 

barking, traffic, or noise outside of your control is 

eliminated. 

•  You may not be able to read body language during 

audio conference calls, but you can still listen for 

verbal cues from the participants that will help you 

tailor and adjust your responses. 

•  Match your vocal tone and pace with the other 

parties, if possible, and you will more quickly develop 

a rapport. 

•  Thank everyone at the end of the call, and use the 

techniques discussed in the “Get Closure” chapter 

to end the conference on a positive note. 
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BUILD BETTER VOICE MAILS 

Your outgoing voice mail message is often the first im-

pression you make on a colleague or customer. This means 

you need to pay careful attention to how you sound and 

what you say. Always record your own outgoing message, 

and speak slowly, enunciating your words. Try to sound 

as friendly and upbeat as possible. If you have difficulty 

sounding cheerful, smile while you make your recording 

and think of something you enjoy or someone you love. 

Establish who you are right away. You might say, 

“Hello. You have reached the voice mail of Debra Fine, 

author of The Fine Art of the Big Talk. Please leave a mes-

sage at the tone or reach me via e-mail at Debra@ 

DebraFine.com.” You may opt to give your website ad-

dress instead. Choose whichever address is shorter and 

easier to understand. If you need to offer a good bit of in-

formation in your message, give callers a way to bypass it 

and leave a message immediately. 

When you leave messages for others, get to the point, 

mention the date and time of your call, and be clear about 

what you want. Don’t say: “This is Debra. Please call me 

back.” Instead, say: “Hello, Mr. Smith. This is Debra 

Fine. It’s 2:00 on April 4. I’d like to speak with you about 

the presentation schedule we discussed last week. Please 
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call me back at 888-888-8888 between 9:00 a.m. and 

5:00 p.m. Mountain Time or on my cell phone in the eve-

nings at 999-999-9999.” This will minimize the game of 

phone tag. 

If you need information right away, say so in your mes-

sage: “Hello, Mr. Smith. This is Ms. Jones’s secretary, 

Eileen, calling at 2:00 on Wednesday. I have put a hold 

on your reservations to Dallas next Tuesday, and will need 

your confirmation by no later than 4:00 p.m. on Friday. 

Please contact me at extension 234.” 

Bear in mind that the person you’re calling may not re-

member you. If this is a possibility, identify yourself 

based on the context of your meeting. Don’t say: “Hello, 

Mr. Smith. I’m calling to tell you about our great new se-

curity software.” Instead, say: “Hello, Mr. Smith. This is 

Debra Fine. I’m calling at 2:00 on April 4. We met last 

Thursday at the Dallas Legal Society dinner, and I’m fol-

lowing up on our discussion about our great new security 

software.” 

Even if you know the recipient of your message has 

your telephone number, recite it in your message anyway. 

It’s much easier for someone to jot it down than to hunt 

through their records for your contact information. 

Whether your communication is on the telephone or 

the Internet, all of your Big Talk skills apply. If you take 
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electronic and telephonic messages as seriously as in-

person meetings, you will create goodwill and positive 

“buzz” that will follow you in the business world. Others 

will admire and want to emulate your professional atti-

tude and pursuit of excellence. 





THE OPEN ROAD AWAITS   

( C O N C L  U S I O N )  

Big Talk covers a lot of ground. And as we discussed 

in the last chapter, the ways in which we communi-

cate are constantly evolving. So how can you best incor-

porate what you have learned? Approach it as you would 

a diet or learning how to sing. Digest the information, 

and then adapt and apply it to your own circumstances. 

But don’t forget that you also have to actually do it! 

As a master of many diets, I can tell you that purchasing 

the diet books and exercise videos is hardly enough. You 

have to make yourself use the information in a way that 

alters your life experience. Actively incorporate Big Talk 

skills into your life. Start slowly, and start small. Before 

I ran five kilometers for the first time, three city blocks 

was enough to make me gasp for air. Don’t expect that 

you will be able to utilize all of the information right 

away. Give yourself time to try the techniques and see 



2 3 6  | T H E  F I N E  A R T  O F  T H E  B I G  T A L K  

which ones work best for you. Consider it your own per-

sonal course, and grade yourself with compassion and 

patience. Approach the exploration with a sense of cu-

riosity and discovery, and find a way to make it fun for 

you even when your nerves threaten to get the better 

of you. 

It may be hard to ask for a sale with the fear of rejec-

tion staring you in the face. But just like running, each 

time you ask for business, you will build up your stam-

ina. Keep track of how many no’s you receive until you 

hear a yes. Track the positive and negative responses for 

a few months. Let’s say you receive one yes for every nine 

no’s. Guess what? Now each time a prospect says no, 

you can say thank you from the bottom of your heart be-

cause you’re one more no closer to your next yes! 

If you dread speaking in public, start with a toast for 

the assistant that is departing the firm. Practice in front 

of the mirror while taking deep breaths. Raise your 

hand in class and pose a question to the instructor, and 

try standing up when you ask the question. Volunteer at 

your child’s school to present ten minutes of math or art 

skills. 

Never again approach a meeting without reviewing 

the chapter on managing a conversation, and stop to look 
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for danger signs that might point to potential conflicts 

based on divergent personalities or viewpoints. Write 

down the new skills you plan to incorporate during the 

meeting, taking mental note of what to watch for as you 

go along. Take the time to review your performance and 

set goals to improve the next time. Ask for feedback from 

a mentor or colleague regarding a specific technique you 

implemented. 

Watch for any signs and signals of negative body lan-

guage in yourself and others. Maybe your kids tease you 

that you flare your nostrils when you’re angry. If so, you 

can count on the fact that you also do this at the office. 

The more aware you become of your body language, the 

more comfortable you will feel in your Big Talk skills. 

And as you develop your ability to notice nonverbal cues 

from others, have fun trying the different techniques to 

alter their reactions to you, learning what works and what 

doesn’t. 

Become the Robert De Niro of silence. Pretend that 

you’re comfortable with gaps in the conversation, and you 

will begin to feel more at ease. Don’t forget to stay silent, 

too, when confidentiality is necessary. 

When insecurities get in the way, focus on others to 

take your mind off yourself. You’ll project more positive 
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energy in the process and develop your ability to be em-

pathetic to others. And speaking of positive energy, don’t 

forget to make your e-mail messages as special and pro-

fessional as your in-person communications. 

Today’s global landscape requires that we take the 

time to know our audiences. We need to learn how to 

best relate to other cultures, paying close attention to 

how our actions are viewed by those with dramatically 

different perspectives from our own. Even within our 

own culture, people can hold extremely divergent view-

points that create unnecessary conflicts. You can’t be ex-

pected to anticipate every possible scenario, but if you 

truly make the effort to cultivate Big Talk skills, you 

will have many techniques at your fingertips to handle 

different situations. These skills are all about improving 

the quality of your life, and they will offer you many 

ways to enhance your relationships. This translates to 

greater success in business, as well as happier exchanges 

in your personal life. 

Most importantly, have confidence in your abilities. 

Practice positive self-talk to keep yourself motivated in 

your quest for better Big Talk. Just as you would regularly 

visit the scale to check the number of pounds that you’ve 

lost, keep track of your progress as you apply Big Talk 

techniques in your life and work. You will be able to see 
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how your efforts are paying off, and the next thing you 

know, you’ll be able to diagnose situations on a dime, 

applying prescriptive remedies to turn your communi-

cations into truly valuable exchanges. 
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