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AN OPEN LETTER TO MISS KELLY

Dear Miss Kelly,

I really liked your first grade a lot. You were a very good and nice teacher. Except you gave me lots of red checks on my report card because I didn't keep “profitably busy.” I was restless, but my work was always done before I left my seat to talk to my classmates.

Then you told my mother that I should skip second grade, but that you wouldn't double-promote me because I talked too much to my friends during class.

Miss Kelly, I still talk a lot—and really profitably. I still talk to Barry P., Shelly E., Esther F., and Judy L.—and now I get to share in this book some of those “red check” strategies that have served me so well.

I am glad you were nice and did not kill my spirit.


 

Sincerely,

Susan RoAne

(4th row, 2nd seat)

PS: I liked second grade anyway.


INTRODUCTION

The art of conversation is not going to die. It may change, expand, or move to new locations—but it is not going to die. We are now talking in the bleachers, in coffeehouses, in book clubs, and on-line. Conversation is the core of communication, the key component in leadership and overall success.

Verbal fluency is linked to success in many ways: giving speeches, on the phone, face-to-face, video conferencing, participation in meetings, and conversations in both business and in social/business situations. These conversations are the focus of this book.

The Verbal Edge provides the keys to converse with ease in many circumstances: board retreats, client meetings, trade shows, fund-raisers and the myriad social occasions we attend in our personal lives. It also offers the phrases, thoughts and scripts for those difficult situations in life where we are called upon to give words of comfort, empathy and support. And it includes a compendium of “ice-melters,” which bridge communication gaps and build rapport and relationships.

Think of the most congenial, easygoing conversationalist you know. What is it that makes him or her so easy to talk to? How do you feel, respond, and act around these ConverSensations™? What do they do? What do they say? Would you like to converse as confidently as they do and be as comfortable as they are in conversation?

The good news is that we already have the tools to do this—WORDS! The even better news is that successful, confident conversation is possible for all of us. It is within our reach as long as we prepare, practice, pay attention to and respect others, and make a personal commitment to developing our conversational prowess.

Even shyness doesn't have to hold us back. Eighty-eight percent of us self-identify as shy in one form or another, according to Dr. Philip Zimbardo, author of Shyness: What It Is, What to Do About It. Being shy just means that we are reluctant or uncomfortable in conversation—not that we are incompetent. This book provides insights, ideas, tips, and techniques that can make anyone a ConverSensation.

In preparing this book, I conducted an extensive survey on conversation among CEOs, senior executives, ConverSensations, and great communicators from all walks of life, age groups, professions, and geographical areas to find out what works for them. These people “cover the waterfront.” They are software geniuses, insurance magnates, scientists, clergy, academics, Ph.D.s, M.D.s, L.L.B.s, C.P.A.s, and O.G.P.s (Other Great People).

There are no hard and fast rules about conversation— at least none that really work. We can't do quantitative scientific double-blind studies to produce conversation formulas that work every time, because every conversation is fluid and unique to those people, that time, and that place. Conversation is a function of who is involved, what is happening for each person at that particular

moment in time, the chemistry between them, and the lifetime experiences of everybody in the conversation.

Good conversation is an ART. It has a flow, a fluidity that defies scientific analysis. It is organic. A great conversation cannot adhere to a specific outline or formula. When we know exactly what we want to say, it's called a speech.

While words are very important, how we say those words—tone, pause, inflection, body language, gestures, facial expression, pacing—gives them context and makes for comfortable, confident conversation that leaves us feeling good. Much of our conversation, verbal and otherwise, comes out of our sensitivity to other people, and our ability to follow our own good instincts in the moment.

Those of us who study conversation can offer guidelines and food for thought, but each of us has to learn to listen and respond to what is said—and what is not said. What works in one situation may not work in another. But we can learn some basic strategies, and some basic attitudes about how we treat people that make for effective and happy conversations.

The Verbal Edge is about becoming more successful in all areas of life by mastering the delicate but powerful art of conversation, It is rooted in common sense—and is practical, irreverent, and sometimes opinionated.

Whether you are a CEO, contractor, doctor, carpenter, engineer, producer, salesperson, Little League coordinator, local arts council member …:whether you are beginning, managing, or changing careers …:whether you are a fund-raising chairperson or a hair-raising fun person …:whether you are an introverted shy person or an outgoing extrovert …:I wrote this book for you.

After reading it, you'll always be able to answer Joan Rivers' rhetorical “Can we talk?” with a resounding “Yes!”

We've even provided a Yiddish Glossary at the end of the book to define terms in the Yinglish of today's world.

Conversation takes practice; the more we do it, the better we get, and the more easily we do it. Confidence and comfort build, and so does our personal and professional success.

The Verbal Edge offers a smorgasbord of ideas. Try some that feel comfortable, then try some others that don't. Change works best when we want to make it. The purpose of this book is to make you feel more comfortable and confident and, ultimately, more successful!


CHAPTER 1

SCHMOOZE OR LOSE: WHY WE NEED CONVERSATION TO SUCCEED

“To what skill do you most attribute your success?”

I asked this question of all the successful people I interviewed for this book. Their number one answer was: THE ABILITY TO CONVERSE!

If you want to be successful, we don't get to choose whether or not to develop and enhance our conversation prowess. SCHMOOZE OR LOSE is the rule for both personal and professional success.

Formal research from Harvard to Stanford and places in between supports my informal findings that the ability to converse and communicate is a key factor in success. A survey of managers sponsored by the National Association of Colleges and Employees rated “oral communication skills” as the most important.

As corporations continue to merge and jobs disappear, we need conversation and communication more than ever before. Networks of loyal customers and relationships become pivotal. We establish, develop, and nurture those relations by our actions, but also by our exchanges and our conversation.

PAY ATTENTION is the watchword for the millennium.

Pay attention to projects, to details, to trends, and most of all to people.

UNEQUIVOCAL EQUATION

In the early 1990s, Dr. Thomas Harrell, Professor Emeritus of Business at Stanford University, studied a group of M.B.A.s a decade after their graduation. His goal was to identify the traits of those who were most successful.

He found that grade point average had no bearing on success. The one trait he identified in common among the “successfuls” was their verbal fluency. They were confident conversationalists who could talk to anyone: colleagues, investors, strangers, bosses, or associates. They could speak well in front of audiences, and they were easy to talk to.

The unequivocal equation:

VERBAL FLUENCY = SUCCESS AND AFFLUENCY.

CONFIDENT CONVERSATION

Conversation is the basis of communication. It establishes rapport and connects us to our colleagues, clients, cronies, competitors, co-workers, subordinates, superiors, and friends.

Our conversation skills are vital, and they will become even more so in the future. In the late 1980s, Dr. Nathan Keyfitz, Professor Emeritus of Sociology at Harvard, concluded that in the year 2000 most people will be technically adept, but those who succeed will be the “people who can talk to people.”

The confident conversationalists will set themselves apart even more than they do today. Knowing what to say first, and what to say next, moves us to the next step of our careers.

THE QUINTESSENTIAL QUIZ

In this quiz, there is only one question: Do you like people?

If your answer is yes, you are already ahead of the game. Liking people is the heart of good conversation. If you find people nice, helpful, interesting, or informative—you will want to talk with them. They will know that, and like it. You've already connected with them, and scored points.

If you answered no, read on anyway! Once you learn to converse more comfortably and start getting positive responses, you may change your mind. When you feel more confident in conversation, relating to people becomes much easier and more pleasant. That attitude leads to success in both business and personal relationships.

Confidence in your ability to converse makes you a better manager, supervisor, employer and colleague. It's worth a try! In Oh, God! You Devil, George Burns' co-star discovers he is God and asks, “Should I pray to you?” Burns gives him the same advice I would give you: “It couldn't hurt!”

THE SOUL OF THE WIT …:LESS

When Shakespeare wrote “Brevity is the soul of wit,” he did not mean to provide a rationalization for clamming up and not extending ourselves to others under the pretense of being a person “of few words.”

None of us wants to be confused with those who play the tough, hard-to-get “game” of monosyllabic responses. Whatever these people are asked, they respond in cryptic monosyllables—”Yup,” “No,” “Uh,” or “Nuh”—and actually seem to enjoy watching people squirm. We rarely hear anyone speak glowingly of these folks.

Some people sneer at “small talk” and dismiss it as banal or trivial. They take pride in being urgent, bottom-line, get-to-the-point, terse people—people who have “more important things on their mind” than small talk. Some of us are naturally terser than others, but none of us can afford not to be conversationalists.

When we can't be bothered to be pleasant, we convey an inflated sense of our own importance—when, in fact, our urgency and gruffness may just mask a lack of confidence. Life and work flow more smoothly when we are comfortable with conversation and know how to make others feel comfortable as well.

DON'T SAVE NANOSECONDS

Other people can't be bothered with small talk because it's “a waste of time.” Saving nanoseconds by eliminating connections with people makes no sense at all—in business or in our personal lives.

By the time we leave the planet, we may have saved an hour. Big deal. If we invest in those moments in the pleasantries or small talk that establishes rapport, we'll probably be both happier and richer.

“People do business with people they know, like, and trust,” according to John Naisbitt and Patricia Aburdene in Reinventing the Corporation. Conversation, even casual conversation, makes sense. It helps us know our clients, potential clients, colleagues, co-workers, and friends.

When we say we don't want to waste time with small talk, we suggest that we don't want to invest time getting a sense of the other person—his interests, her takes on things, or his communication patterns and preferences. It hints that we're too busy, or too disinterested, to bother with that person.

SMALL TALK IS BIG

Small talk is the way to connect even in situations where “big talk”—murder, war, famine, pestilence, and Papal Edict No. 123—may not always be appropriate. Not everyone wants to hear our views on the deadly ebola virus or the latest border skirmish at a museum fundraiser for students of the arts. The big issues are important, but we must know the right time or place for them.

Small talk is the biggest talk we do. It builds, develops, and nurtures relationships. Conversation is how we strengthen the safety net of people who make up our personal and professional networks, our Rolodex™ of sources and resources.

Small talk is how we exchange information, preferences, ideas, and opinions on issues. It's how we break the ice and get a sense of what people are, what they like, and what they are like. And it doesn't always have to be about “small” subjects. I've often seen people getting to know one another by having casual conversations about art, sports, economics, government programs, or health issues.

Small talk is what we do to build the big talk. It is the schmoozing that cements relationships and success.

THE DEADLY TALKERS SOCIETY

Conversation requires political savvy. Nancy Shina, president of Millennium Marketing, has found that to be true in her two-decade career in the hospitality industry, where she rose from sales assistant to corporate vice president.

“Conversation is politics. One must be aware of what can or cannot be discussed, should or should not be discussed, and with whom that conversation should or shouldn't occur. When we think things through and have schmooze topics prepared, we are less likely to say the wrong thing to the wrong person.”

“Good conversation is to die for; lousy conversation is to die from.”

—UNKNOWN

THE FISHING TRIP …:REMEMBER TO BAIT THE HOOK

The Five Ps can keep you out of the Deadly Talkers Society. Just remember the old army saw: Prior Planning Prevents Poor Performance. It's a military axiom that applies nicely to our conversation skills.

Conversation is a natural, enjoyable human activity, but it works even better with just a little attention and planning. Bill Newton, CEO of Norcal Insurance, was invited on a three-day fishing trip in Western Canada with five other CEOs. “I had not known any of the other CEOs before, but I had read a lot about one of the men whom I wanted to meet who had successfully done something I want our company to do. For the first few days I fished, chatted, and listened. On the third day, I went out on the boat with the guy I wanted to get to know. The day was great and we've made plans to continue our dialogue.” That conversation started with boats and bait, but led to business.

Bill Newton was prepared, had an agenda (part of which was catching fish), and did his homework. Fishing was something he had in common with the man he wanted to meet. Their host was another. The conversations moved easily to other “fishing holes” (trips), other sports, special interests—and subtly, when appropriate, to business.

Let's face it. Improving our ability to converse with other human beings helps us get more out of life—more business, more friends, more significant relationships of all kinds. It's a lesson I learned as a child, when I went with my dad to paper industry conventions in Miami where I learned to “work” the pool rather than swim in it!

Life is an exchange of energy, and conversation is one of the primary ways we play catch with one another. Those who know how to converse with ease and skill play the game better and have more fun.

REMINDERS

• Conversation is an art, not a science.

• If you like people, you've won half the battle for more conversational prowess.

• The ability to schmooze contributes to personal and professional success.

• Small talk is the most important talk we can do.


CHAPTER 2

THE BANQUET OF BANTER IS A POTLUCK

The banquet of banter is a potluck—but not a self-serving one. This means we all must contribute some substantial, well-prepared, satisfying morsels. Some of us may supply the meat and potatoes, others the vegetables. Still others bring the appetizers, the (just) desserts, or the whine.

The potluck is interesting, varied, and substantial because everyone contributes something different. If we partake, we'll be satisfied. But if we hang back in the corner, or don't eat because we didn't bring anything, we may walk away hungry for the company, information, ideas, and laughter that are part of good conversation.

The possibilities of the potluck are plentiful. Our conversation can whet people's appetites, and enhance both our “presence and presents” to the banquet of banter.

This chapter is about planning and preparing our contribution to the conversation potluck. There are infinite varieties of delicious dishes—and we can find them in the most unexpected places.

THE “GENEROUS” COP-OUT

I often hear people say that their conversational secret is to ask lots of questions and let the other people talk about themselves. After all, “It's everyone's favorite subject.” This view is especially common among salespeople who have attended the “investigative style of conversation as needs assessment” seminars. It drives me wild because:

• It doesn't work.

• It is manipulative.

• It doesn't ring true. (This approach frequently comes across as, “I'm not interested in you; just the stats I need to perfect my sales pitch.”)

• It can make people feel as if they're being investigated, not conversed with—and that isn't palatable.

Chandler Tagliabue is a vice president of “Christmas in April * USA,” a nonprofit that provides volunteer home renovation services for low-income home owners. She attends functions across the country with her spouse, Paul, the commissioner of the National Football League.

“I get so tired of being asked the same questions over and over by people who think that I am my favorite subject,” she says. “There are many topics I find interesting. Frankly, I already know my own story! It's always a pleasure when I get the chance to speak with people who also have something to share and will converse on a wide range of issues.”

CPA Lorraine Ferrarese was also frustrated by a new acquaintance who was acting like an inquisitor. “She is always “in your face,' asking a lot of questions. While some people think it shows interest, I don't! She never listens to an answer before going on to her next question.”

Editorial Director Mark Chimsky of Harper San Francisco is a terrific conversationalist. Once he asks a question, he listens to the answer. “I think it's important to listen, to pick up on the small cues that are usually there and to use them to actively engage someone in a dialogue. I love to make the surprising connection, finding out what I share in common with someone else—and if we don't agree on something, to find out why,” he says. Mark is a genius at building a verbal exchange, but what about the rest of us? How do we know what to bring to the potluck? Where can we get the ingredients? And where did we put that recipe box?

PLANNING FOR THE POTLUCK

When we're invited to a potluck, we think about what dish we'll bring before we get in the car to drive to the event. If we didn't, everyone would drop by the market at the last minute and the table would be a sea of chips and dips. That's not what we want for our conversation. Planning ahead allows us to bring better dishes to the table, and to feel more confident about them. Here are four things you can do to prepare your dish:

POTLUCK PREPARATION

1. Plan three items, issues or stories to share.

2. Plan four generic questions to ask.

3. Use the newspaper, experiences (yours and others'), current events, books, tournaments and movies as subjects.

4. Think about each item or issue—its ramifications, questions it raises, your opinions about it.

When all else fails, here is a question that always gets people's attention and creates great conversation:

If you could be doing something else, what would that be? Why?

The response to this question not only gives you wonderful insight into people, but can become the focus of the evening.

THE BASIC INGREDIENTS: WHAT INTERESTS YOU?

What we do, know, observe, think, and question …:what we find unique, amazing, and informative are the tempting conversational morsels that call to us most strongly.

We all have different tastes and interests, just as we have different preferences in food. Some of these tastes are instinctive, and others are acquired through exposure and willingness to experiment. I found unagi (eel), my favorite type of sushi, this way.

We're likely to be most enthusiastic and best informed about our own “hummers” or favorites. This may make us most fascinating when we talk about these things—but it can backfire if we're not sensitive to others' tastes and preferences. Not everybody cares for eel. I can offer it, but I make sure I have some alternatives as backup.

A SAMPLE PLATTER

At many family restaurants, they have a dish known as the “Fisherman's Platter” that contains little bits of all the seafood served at the restaurant. It's for those who like variety, can't make up their minds, or just want to sample everything that's available.

Conversation is a great way to “try on other people's lives,” find out what the world is offering them this week, and sample a little taste of everything. More than 75 percent of the savvy socializers I've surveyed over the years said that they look forward to both business and social events because the people they meet there have so much to offer. They see talking to people as a way to learn new things.

Remember that you are one of the people they look forward to meeting, and that what makes a potluck dish successful is quality, not quantity. Think about what satisfying morsels, tidbits, and food for thought and conversation you want to bring to the party, and be generous. Also, don't forget to enjoy what other people bring, and perhaps even take some home with you.

“Words should be weighed, not counted.”

—AN OBSERVER OF ELECTIONS IN ISRAEL

INCIDENTAL CONVERSATION

All conversation is about life, and life happens to us and around us—all day, every day. There is no shortage of material. The stories and vignettes of fascinating conversation are everywhere we look.

We even have unlimited RAM (random access memory) with which to remember these funny or poignant incidents. Without unlimited RAM, how would we frame those obscure Jeopardy! questions? Or remember the smell of Grandmother's egg bread, or gnocchi, or wonton soup wafting through the house?

We may have occasional glitches and outages, but we have more than the eight bytes of RAM needed to run Windows '95—even if we “don't do windows.”

MEMORIES ARE MADE OF THIS: A FOUR-PART PROCESS

How can we better remember the interesting events, moments, and stories? Try this four-part system:

 

1. Focus on what you just saw and heard. Review it in your mind.

2. Write it down! Humorist Jeanne Robertson keeps “Jeanne's Journal.” These are not jokes or “borrowed” stories. They are her observations and incidents collected from cab drivers, bell staff, clients, etc. She writes them down so she knows she won't forget them!

3. Read your notes.

4. Practice telling these stories to friends, relatives, and the mirror.

SPIRALLING STORIES

Keep a small spiral-bound notebook. It costs less than a dollar and fits easily into a pocket or purse. It doesn't require batteries, chips, modems, or booting up.

When something happens that's interesting or noteworthy, jot down the date, the people involved, and key words to capture the essence of the event. Like a good reporter, get the “where, when, who, what and why.”

Then write down the punch line or irony that caught your attention. What was clever, poignant, or funny? Who said what? What was the import or impact of that comment? Ask permission to use it, and give credit to the source. Who could say no to your “That was brilliant! May I write it and credit you?”

A “SOURCE SPOT

Good conversationalists reference their material and give credit where credit is due. It's no skin off their noses to say:

• “I read the most interesting perspective in a Wired article by Jonathan Katz. He believes that…;”

• “Judge Michael Goodman had the strangest experience at a conference in Salt Lake City…;”

• “My five-year-old said the funniest thing when he was using the computer…;”

• “Diane Bennett made a poignant observation about the baby boomers…;”

• “Oh, you're a quilter? How did you develop the skill? My friend Becky Gordon just won first prize in the Marin Quilt Show.”

Crediting your sources is classy, appropriate, and demonstrates integrity. The light always spills over onto us when we shine it on others.

THE PROCESS OF POTLUCK

Like a potluck meal, conversation is a process that progresses. We move from course to course, or discourse to discourse.

The move from appetizer to salad is signaled by the completion of the appetizer: fork on the (clean) plate, prongs down. In conversation, we don't always have clear visual signals when it's time to move on to the next “discourse.” We have to keep our eyes and ears open, and our antennae up—reading body language, observing facial expression, and having a sense of when a particular subject or conversation is over.

How do we move on or to the next topic or conversation? The “Sultans of Segue” move with a subtle flow that continues the seamless process of the banquet—often using the phrases and tips below.

SUPPLYING THE MISSING LINKS

These magic phrases, responses, and general comments create bridges and start building the next conversation. Some of them are also handy for sidestepping or diffusing difficult people.

• “I hadn't thought of it that way. How did you come to that?”

• “That's a new way of looking at it.”

• “It reminds me of…;”

• “It depends on perspective. (a famous person or someone you know in common) might say…;”

• “How interesting! I'd like to learn about that.”

• And the ubiquitous “Tell me more.”

CHOCOLATE CHIPS …:OFF THE OLD BLOCK

Conversation is like a chocolate chip cookie—rich, melt-in-your-mouth doughy presence studded with stunning chunks of exciting words.

Although a lot of people use the Toll House chocolate chip recipe, some people make better Toll House cookies than others. One difference is the number of chocolate chips they use. Some have just the right amount, some don't have enough, and—although this may be hard to believe—some have too many! There are so many chips, there's hardly any cookie around them. Sometimes we talk so much, use so many words, that our conversation partners feel overwhelmed. We don't want to be stingy bakers. Better to be generous, but avoid overkill.

In The Givers and the Takers, Cris Evatt and Bruce Feld specify talkers as Givers of words. These Givers are generous in sharing their conversation, their energy, and themselves—but the verbose give too much, choking us on chocolate chips so that we must run away to get milk. The Takers, on the other hand, are stingy. They give less of themselves and their chocolate chip words.

GIVERS AND TAKERS

Givers—give words.
Takers—accept them and only give back when it will help them help themselves.

DON'T FORGET NUTRITION

Although vitamins and minerals, proteins and carbohydrates may be the last thing on our minds when we head off for a potluck, a steady diet of brownies and puff pastry eventually leaves us a little weak.

Action is the nutrition behind our words. Like Eliza Doolittle in My Fair Lady, we may want to sing “Words, words, words, I'm so sick of words” if they are not supported by deeds. Words are important. They can inspire, anger, embarrass, or praise. But behavior that does not support words, subverts them.

If someone's positive, upbeat, energetic words ring falsely on a gut level, they probably are! Whether that person is a client, co-worker, sibling, or chum, be just as cautious as you would around food that gives you indigestion or causes an allergic reaction. I recently let a “fan” become a friend because her words were great to hear. But her words were empty and there was no follow-through. Trust your gut to eliminate the stomachache— and heartache.
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“The art of conversation has been revived by Susan RoAne!”
—Jack Canfield, author of Chicken Soup for the Soul

Talking Your Way to Business
and Social Success






