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Author’s note

An ‘adventure’ with words

fter completing the ‘trilogy’, there was another book that I knew I
had to write at some stage — a book on ‘talk’. Otherwise, as far as
I was concerned, it was ‘unfinished business’. It had been in my mind
long before and I made it my aim to bring this to fruition at some time.

I’ve always been interested in — and studied — ‘psycholinguistics’.
Specifically the element of linguistics that deals with how words affect
our mind and emotions; the mental processes of how we use language
and the relationship between language and thought. Newer, non-
invasive brain-imaging techniques such as fMRI (functional magnetic
resonance imaging) have now helped us to study further the cognitive
processes related to spoken language.

People that I come across and delegates on courses and workshops
have suggested to me — over the years — some topics that they would
like to see covered, as well as revealing their personal frustrations
about communication in everyday life. In addition, the comments I’ve
received during research group sessions have been revealing.

What’s interesting is that as far as topics that were suggested, very
little has changed. I’'ve covered areas that seem to cause the most prob-
lems in our everyday dealings in our personal and working lives.

We seem to have the same difficulties: poor or lazy speaking habits,
disagreements, misunderstandings, apologising, giving praise/accept-
ing it, relaying criticism . . . the list is endless. In addition, what was
striking were the frustrations that many people mentioned when deal-
ing with the medical profession and the continuing distrust of what
politicians say and do. There’s a ‘silver lining’ here. We can look at the
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‘deficiencies’ that we recognise in them and therefore help ourselves in
the way we communicate with others — to inspire more trust.

My own experiences in everyday life and the working world of
clients, meetings and presentations over the decades has obviously been
fertile ground. I confess to a certain amount of unintended ‘eavesdrop-
ping’ on people’s conversations, which has also been extremely helpful.

Make a decision to change your habits and feel the excitement of
going on an ‘adventure’ with words. As I state repeatedly, habits take
time to change.

Eventually, this quest to explore a new way of talking will prove to
be a worthwhile journey. It will make life more interesting, satisfying
and less stressful. It will certainly change relationships. I will certainly
change your life.

So look at your speaking habits and take an objective look at how
your talking skills can be improved. Consider how single words or a
different turn of phrase can change outcomes — good or bad.

You can dip into various chapters in Part Two or read the book
from start to finish. I’ve cross-referred chapters where appropriate, to
elaborate on a point.

I remember a singer improvising on the words of a song in which
she sang about how — in our lifetime — we go through different stages:
“You grow/you learn/you try to turn the pages ...’

After turning these pages I hope I will have inspired you to go on
and take the risk of exploring your ‘adventure’ with words. Explore the
use of alternative words and phrases and notice the different outcomes.

As Paulo Coelho said:

‘If you think adventure is dangerous, try routine; it is lethal.’
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“So difficult is it to show the various meanings and
imperfections of words when we have nothing else but

words to do it with.”

JOHN LOCKE



PART ONE

Talk essentials
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‘Feel the magic in the
making . ..’
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‘Of course there must be lots of magic in the world’, he said wisely
one day, ‘but people don’t know what it is like or how to make it.
Perhaps the beginning is to say nice things are going to happen until
you make them happen. I am going to try and experiment.’
Francis Hodgson Burnett, The Secret Garden

he words you use determine your success in your life, relationships,

job and business. Those who understand the power of the spoken
word and how it affects the hearts and minds of people will have made
a conscious decision to develop their speaking skills.

Most of our educational systems don’t teach how important words
are in our daily conversations and how they shape our reality. You’ll
often hear metaphorical statements about ‘the magic of words’.
Yet there is true magic in the way that words create situations and
responses.

We cast spells with our language.

Is there something in the fact that the word ‘spell’ bas a twin mean-
ing? We cast a ‘spell” with words — and we have to arrange letters in a
specific order to ‘spell” words.

I hope that as you read further on you’ll discover new and more
effective ways to create magical moments by changing the way you
normally express yourself in various situations. Your thoughts take
shape in your mind with words and you express them externally in the
same way. So be aware of keeping a rein on your self-talk and choose
your words with laser-like precision to give you the best chance of
communicating effectively.

Magic was a big influence on my life. I became interested in it at
an early age and it taught me about the ‘power of suggestion’ — how
important words were in creating the illusion of bending reality. I was
admitted as one of the youngest-ever members to the world’s leading
magical society.

As well as an early obsession with movies (aside from the ‘magic’,
how many great ‘lines’ they have provided us with), music is another
great passion for me. Again, it was also words that drew me in. [ was
always aware of the great power in certain song lyrics. Just a turn of
phrase in a song can impact a person’s life like no ‘self-talk’ or advice
from another person can. I remember the Oscar-winning lyricist Don
Black saying in an interview: ‘There’s something a song can do, that
words can’t do.”
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Compelling lyrics can give us important life lessons. They can inspire
you to fulfil your dreams, lift your mood up, get you through sad and
difficult times and understand your own deficiencies.

They are words that — thanks to the songwriting skills of the
lyricists — help us to understand life better, to make more meaning of
life. Songs can evoke feelings and emotions like no other medium. We
also associate some songs with certain times in our life, whether it was
a time of sadness or joy.

It sometimes takes the pen of the songwriter to put in words what
we feel but seem unable to say. Some song lyrics are sheer poetry. 'm
often left thinking: why can’t we express these sentiments in our com-
munication with others in daily life? Ever heard anybody say ‘pride
can hurt you too . . .?” Instead of hearing the words ‘you don’t love me
anymore’ songwriter Don Black says: T’d love to have heard someone
tell his girlfriend, “You’ve lost that loving feeling,” on a bus.’

I haven’t set out to do a ‘painting-by-numbers’ book on improving

your talk. As always, you can tweak suggested examples to suit your
own personality and the situation, while adhering to the principles. 1
remember a surgeon talking about operating on his patients and the
necessity of improvisation: ‘Of course, you need to know what’s in the
books in order to do the right thing’, he said. ‘But if you’re limited by
thinking in straight lines, you’ll never find the solutions. I never think
in straight lines.’
We all get entrenched in bad communication habits — with a husband,
wife, partner, friend, boss, work colleague or client. It seems as though
you can conduct relationships now without ever hearing a person’s
voice. Face-to-face talk is becoming less of an activity due to electronic
devices and email. Even the telephone seems to be shunned, in many
cases, in favour of text and email. There’s a time and a place for the
use of both of those. Communication is instant but it has become
impersonal.

When you start becoming more mindful of your talk and craft your
words with sensitivity, you’ll create more of those magical moments
and you’ll marvel at how a change of words can so affect an outcome.
And you won’t forget the feeling.

So try out some of the suggestions in these pages and, as the line
from the song in Sunset Boulevard goes, you’ll “feel the magic in the
making’.
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‘1Contact’ or eye contact?
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‘Electric communication will never be a substitute for the face of
someone who with their soul encourages another person to be brave
and true.’

Charles Dickens, The Wreck of the Golden Mary

o need to rub your eyes. Yes, these are the prophetic words of

Charles Dickens, the great man himself, who had an instinct over
150 years ago — and the telephone hadn’t even been invented at the
time of his musings.

He was referring, through one of his literary characters, to com-
munication via electric telegraph on a ship during a time of danger. It
reflects his scepticism, and how he felt we should converse for import-
ant things. (What would he have made of email and social media?)

How often do we come across the term ‘eye contact’ and its import-
ance? Yet far from becoming more adept, most people seem to have
replaced ‘eye contact’ with ‘iContact’.

In most of our interactions there is no question that it is eye contact
that facilitates a connection with others and strengthens relationships.
(Remember the phrase: ‘we see eye to eye on this’?) Think of babies
from around the age of six months or so and how they will look to a
parent’s eyes to pick up meaning.

Communicating with others by computer, iPhone or iPad or other
mobile devices is the favoured method for many of us now — let the
device do the talking!

Even when present with other people, talking and listening while
gazing down at these smartphones and devices is becoming normal. We
seem to have crossed the etiquette line as to when it’s appropriate to use
them - out to dinner, on a date, in a meeting, paying at the supermarket
checkout — you name it. What about connecting with people?

Have you noticed that when people are alone, or even with others,
as soon as there is a gap in conversation, many of them will reach for
their phone?

When speaking face-to-face we gauge the listener’s sincerity and
interest partly by looking to see where their eyes are focused. Recall
how irritating and insulting it is when you see someone looking over
your shoulder, or around the room, or at their mobile phone while you
are talking.

Continued research shows that it is the positive perceptions that are
created by people with good eye contact that makes it so worthwhile to



